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ABSTRACT
DIALOGUE IN A SCHOOL-UNIVERSITY
TEACHER EDUCATION PARTNERSHIP:
CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY OF A “THIRD SPACE”
MAY 2003
CYNTHIA ROSENBERGER, B.A., GETTYSBURG COLLEGE
M.A., TUFTS UNIVERSITY
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Dr. Portia Elliott
This critical ethnographic study explores the possibilities and challenges of
dialogue across differences within a school-university partnership between a state
university and a low-achieving urban elementary school.

The focal point of the study

is the dialogue (reflection and action) that occurred in a focus group composed of
school and university educators, parents, and community members. The study uses
“third space” as a metaphor and theoretical lens to illuminate how dialogue complicates
understanding through the collision of multiple perspectives, and, in some cases,
produces a hybrid consciousness that results in novel action. In addition, the study
draws on the postmodern notion of discourses to show how societal discourses permeate
the multiple perspectives that constitute “third space.”
The findings of this study suggest that creating a time apart from normal routine,
positioning participants as learners and co-inquirers, and expecting and valuing
different perspectives contribute to a dialogue process and to the building of parity
among participants. Moreover, multiple and different viewpoints are crucial for
complicating understanding in ways that lead to a hybrid consciousness that has the
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possibility of creating new agency. This study shows that the potential for hybrid
understanding and negotiated agency is diminished when participants draw on primarily
middle class discourses.
The study concludes that a commitment to issues of social justice must occur at
several levels of a partnership: 1) gathering a diverse group of participants whose
perspectives are shaped by dominant and non-dominant discourses; 2) posing questions
about the school context and teaching/learning practices in relation to sociocultural,
political messages; 3) participating in social action that addresses the political and
economic factors that produce inequities in schooling.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION
Recent literature recognizes dialogue as a significant component of schooluniversity teacher education partnerships. Through a process of dialogue, participants
build and sustain partnerships. The quality of the dialogue is a barometer of the
strength of a partnership and the value of the collaborative effort. While the literature
attests to the importance of dialogue, little, as yet, has been written documenting the
possibilities, challenges, and meaning of dialogue within school-university partnerships.
The purpose of this study is to deepen our understanding of the challenges and-promises
of dialogue within the context of a partnership between a low-achieving, urban
elementary school and a university-based teacher education program.
National commissions calling for reform of education in the 1980s and 1990s
sparked considerable literature advocating partnerships between public schools and
university-based teacher education programs for the purpose of effecting simultaneous
renewal of schools and teacher education. K-12 schools and schools of education
needed to work together if the quality of teaching and student achievement were to
improve. Professional development schools emerged as a dominant model of
partnership efforts, and collaboration, as a way of being in relationship and conducting
the process, became a guiding principle of the partnerships.
Professional development schools embodied the essential goals set forth by two
decades of national reform agenda, namely increasing the professional development of
pre- and in-service teachers, teaching for deep understanding of subject matter, and
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having higher expectations for all students' learning. In the late 1990's, however,
critical voices suggested that professional development school partnerships had failed to
generate the critical inquiry necessary for transforming traditional ways of thinking and
acting that would move education beyond perpetuation of the status quo. Critics argued
for more inclusive partnerships that included community and family members. They
saw partnerships as needing to pose critical questions, uncover individual and group
assumptions, and grapple with the perplexing issue of inequality in student
achievement.
The Massachusetts Coalition for the Enhancement of Teacher Quality and
Student Achievement is a statewide, federally funded effort to create partnerships
between universities and urban schools. An overarching goal of the coalition is to
expand the community-based nature of teacher education and to organize "communities
of inquiry and practice" that include multiple stakeholders. The setting for my study is
a partnership within the coalition. The partnership exists between the school of
education at a large university and a low-achieving, urban elementary school in a
nearby city. I am both a participant in the partnership and the one conducting the
research study.
Informed by my reading in the literature, I decided early in the creation of the
partnership that a forum which offered participants the opportunity to engage in genuine
dialogue with each other was primary to bridging the gap between school and university
ways of thinking and acting. I also hoped that such a forum would yield a space for
critical inquiry that would allow us to struggle with the issues of teaching and learning
in this particular setting.
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Statement of the Problem
In an earlier study I examined the process of dialogue between a first grade
teacher at the partnership school and myself, a university-based teacher educator, as I
participated in and sought to understand classroom practices being enacted.

The study

reported the difficulties and new insights we encountered as we attempted to talk about
classroom practices that we perceived differently. Each of us understood and acted
from perspectives informed by discourses in our respective institutions and society and
by our roles in the classroom. We spoke and acted through lenses shaped by
institutions, society, and our professional roles. The study concluded that crucial to
dialoguing across differences is awareness of how we position ourselves and each other,
consciousness of the discourses that shape our thinking and acting, and willingness to
engage in conversation around hard issues and to share our perspectives honestly.
This previous study illuminated the challenges and promises of dialoguing
across differences and provided helpful insights as we began to enact a more broadly
conceived partnership, the intention of which was to create a broad community of
inquiry and practice. We were aware of the critical voices that said partnerships have
been neither sufficiently inclusive nor sufficiently critical to transform the educational
outcomes for students. The question for us, then, became how might a partnership
become more inclusive of multiple stakeholders and how might we foster a dialogue
process in which participants risked talking about critical issues.
In addition to the paucity of critical inquiry occurring in partnership settings, the
literature also points to the lack of theoretical knowledge that researchers have brought
to studies on partnerships. Case studies have been the primary genre for reporting
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research on school-university partnerships during the last twenty years. Early case
studies described the process of developing partnerships and their impact on the
structure of teacher education programs and staff development in schools. Later case
studies have included both teacher and university faculty voices and have portrayed the
ongoing nature of the collaborative process and the effect that collaborative efforts have
had on participants and their work. Within this body of research, there are notable
examples of theoretically rich interpretations, but they are the exception.
Therefore, the problem this study seeks to address is two-fold: the absence of
critical inquiry occurring in partnership settings; and the need for research that draws on
theory to illuminate the complexity of what occurs in broad communities of inquiry.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the process of dialogue within a schooluniversity partnership that was committed to enacting a more inclusive relationship with
teachers and an urban community in relation to teacher education. Using an
ethnographic approach, I illuminate the challenges and possibilities of dialogue across
differences by bringing theoretical understandings to the interpretation of dialogue
events. The theoretical ideas informing the study are elements of dialogue (carnival and
parity), "third space," praxis, and societal discourses.
The primary focus of the study is the dialogue (reflection and action) that
occurred among a focus group of teachers, university educators, parents, and
community members who met regularly every other week for slightly more than a year
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and a half. The particular school-university partnership was formed as part of a state
coalition of schools and university teacher education programs.
The broad research questions that guided the study are:
1) What are the possibilities and challenges when teachers, administrators, and
university-based teacher educators commit to a process of dialogue in an urban schooluniversity partnership?
2) How does breadth of participation in a focus group contribute positively and
negatively to dialogue across differences?
3) What contributes to and detracts from the construction of parity among
participants in a focus group?
4) What societal discourses shape the dialogue, and how do these discourse
expand or limit the dialogue process?
5) How does a dialogue process contribute to sustaining or interrupting the
status quo around the discourse of schooling?

Significance of the Study
This study is valuable in helping us understand the multiple factors that are
active when university, school, and community participants engage in dialogue around
the process of teaching and learning in an urban school and teacher education.
Moreover, the study contributes to our understanding of the challenges and promises of
dialogue for partnership work by uncovering the dynamics and discourses within a
dialogue process. In addition, the study adds to the body of theoretically informed
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research literature related to partnerships by bringing critical and postmodern ideas to
bear on the process and contents of the dialogue.
Though the study is specific to one partnership, the findings will be instructive
to others who are interested in creating inclusive and critical dialogue among
participants in school-university partnerships. It may also serve to stimulate dialogical
processes in partnerships that heretofore have not engaged in critical conversations
about the persistent issues in urban education.

Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 2 of this dissertation I review the literature on school-university
partnerships and discuss the theoretical understandings that I draw on in interpreting the
data. Chapter 3 consists of an overview of the methodological approach, the process of
data collection, data analysis procedures, and a description of the context in which the
study occurred. Chapter 4 examines the place of dialogue in the partnership and
examines how participants constructed self and others in the dialogue process. In
Chapter 5,1 analyze two dialogue events in order to show how multiple voices
complicated understanding and produced hybridity that had the potential to create new
ways of thinking and acting. I also analyze how participants' perspectives draw on
societal discourses and how these discourses expand and limit the agency that occurs. I
conclude the dissertation in Chapter 6 with a discussion of my findings and their
*

implications for partnerships and future research.
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CHAPTER 2

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Partnerships between Schools and
Teacher Education Programs (1983 to 20011
Fueled by waves of school reform during the 1980s and 1990s, partnerships
between public schools and university-based teacher education programs gained new
purpose and meaning. National commissions published reports calling for higher
standards for student achievement and increased expectations for the teaching
profession. The commissions named teachers as key determiners of student
achievement and charged public schools and university-based teacher education
programs with joint responsibility for teachers’ pre- and in-service professional
development (Darling-Hammond, 1994). Simultaneous renewal of schools and teacher
education echoed in the resulting literature advocating school-university partnerships.
The report of the National Commission on Excellence in Education (1983),
pointing to the educational weaknesses in schooling in the United States and calling for
stronger academic requirements, higher expectations for student performance, and
improvement in the preparation and professional life of teachers, launched what is
considered today the first wave of educational reform. Calling on the federal
government for leadership, the report prompted top-down kinds of initiatives education bills containing regulations pertaining to teacher preparation, staffing, merit
pay, and requirements for graduation - while demanding increased accountability from
educators (Lane & Epps, 1992).
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Three years later, the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession, established by the
Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy, published A Nation Prepared:
Teachers for the 21st Century (1986). While the Commission on Excellence in
Education had linked the quality of teacher education and the development of teachers
to student achievement, the Carnegie Forum set forth a vision of teachers of "substantial
intellectual accomplishment" (p. 25) and recognized teacher education's "pivotal role in
strengthening the teaching profession" (p. 71). Recommendations included
restructuring teacher education as a graduate level enterprise in collaboration with
school professionals, arts and science faculty joining faculties of education in
considering the undergraduate curriculum for prospective teachers, and establishment of
"clinical" schools for teacher preparation. In addition, the report called for the
professionalization of teachers' work, that is, for increased teacher autonomy and
decision-making, collegiality, collective responsibility for students' success, and teacher
leadership.
The Carnegie report was visionary in its focus on what could be and in its call
for "dramatic improvements in the preparation of teachers as a foundation for other
school reforms" (Darling-Hammond, 1994, p. 2). It represented the beginning of a
second wave of reform, characterized as a "bottom-up" approach (Lane & Epps, 1992),
centered on teacher preparation and the building of teachers' professional capacities to
transform schools (Darling-Hammond, 1993; 1994). The means of achieving reform
had shifted from centralized, bureaucratic strategies of reform that minimized teachers'
decision making to a decentralized approach that gave teachers greater autonomy and
influence and sought to build their professional knowledge and skills (Conley, 1988).
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The concept of clinical schools (Carnegie Forum, 1986) sparked concerted efforts
among educational communities to link teacher education and schools and provided
new energy, purpose, and meaning to school-university partnerships.
The Holmes Group, composed of deans from university schools of education,
was one such effort. The group's first report (1986) demonstrated a commitment to
enhancing the entry standards and education of teachers, to creating strong bonds
between schools of education and teaching and learning in schools, and to
professionalizing the culture in which teachers work and learn. A second report,
Tomorrow's Schools (Holmes Group, 1990), solidified the commitment to building
close connections between public schools and institutions of higher education by
proposing "the idea of a professional development school [PDS] - a new kind of
educational institution that will be a partnership between public schools and
universities" (p. vii). The report refrained from setting forth a model and, instead,
encouraged experimentation and multiple examples of what this new institution might
be.
The Holmes Group envisioned an opportunity for educators to "step forward
and play a leading role in educational reform" (p. x). The authors expected professional
development schools (PDSs) to be long-range partnerships, "for the development of
novice professionals, for continuing development of experienced professionals, and for
the research and development of the teaching profession" (p. 1), "an institutional
coalition that will bring all the required forces together - universities, schools of
%

education, and public schools... "to work on problems of teaching over the long haul"
(P- 3).
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At the heart of the Holmes Group’s professional development school concept
were learner-centered schools in which adults had a strong, ethical commitment and
sensitivity to addressing students' needs. The commitment to all children's learning
draws on a reform idea set forth in the Elementary and Secondary Education Act which
claims that schools must serve all children well. The Holmes Group reflected a more
complicated notion of equity purporting that some children are less well served than
others by schools (Holmes Group, 1990, p. 32). They set forth an agenda of social
justice:
We believe that Professional Development Schools, many of which will
purposely be sited in poor areas, will engage in social and political action
to acquire additional resources and to press the claims for justice on the
larger society, (p. 33)
Such a school would educate new teachers not only in knowledge and
technique but also in conscience and vision, instilling a commitment to the
learning of the poor and the marginal, (p. 49)
There is an enormous disjunction now between the bland climate of
teacher education and the agonizing problems of schools serving poor
children, (p. 34)
In addition, the Holmes Group called for establishing inquiry and collaboration
as professional norms:
[PDSs] will grow and expand if people see them as places where they can
work at the outer edges of their existing knowledge, develop new
capacities, and work with others on a variety of new and interesting
problems (p. 59)
What is essential is the unique view of the Professional Development
School.. .as a center of inquiry with its own agenda, drawing the sustained
attention of collaborating school and university faculty to the school's
own critical questions of practice, (p. 66)
Relating inquiry to school faculty concerns marked a vision for research more
connected to life in schools than conventional university research represented. Inquiry
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as a mutual task of university and school faculty and as an ongoing pursuit of education
professionals imagined school and university educators in new roles and in unpracticed
relationships with one another.
By the early 1990s, a third wave of reform was taking shape. School reform
focused on school restructuring. Called into question were the management structure
and culture of the school (Darling-Hammond, 1993; Lane & Epps, 1992). Site-based
management, teacher leadership, and finding novel solutions specific to a particular
context claimed center stage. School restructuring reflected Ted Sizer's statement that
"a good school is the special creation of its own faculty...." (1989, p. 1).
While the first wave of reform had centralized authority and responsibility at the
state level, creating bureaucratic control and prescribed practice, the second wave
reversed this, placing trust and responsibility at the level of teachers and schools. The
theory was that, rather than controlling teachers' behavior, reform ought to build the
capacity of teachers and schools to engage in collaborative inquiry and decision¬
making. The third wave of school reform sought to transform theory into practice by
encouraging the restructuring of schools. Restructuring involved three types of changes
- changes in the teaching and learning process, in the conditions of teachers' work, and
in the incentive and governance structures of schools (Elmore, 1990). These changes
were driven, in part, by the need to professionalize teachers' roles, a requirement if
teachers were to be recognized as the most significant component in student
achievement (Bacharach, 1990; Council of Chief State School Officers, 1989; Darling*

Hammond, 1993).
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Linda Darling-Hammond named professional development schools "linchpins in
the movement to restructure education" (1994, p. 9). Rather than business as usual, that
is, teachers isolated behind closed doors enacting teacher-proof curriculum and solving
problems alone, Darling-Hammond envisioned professional development schools as
dynamic learning communities committed to the ongoing learning of all participants
and dedicated to inducting new teachers into a culture that honored and developed
teachers’ capacities as inquirers, problem-solvers, decision-makers, and creators of
professional standards. At the conceptual and implementation level, professional
development schools, representing new professional roles for teachers and a significant
intervention in the experience of pre-service teachers, emerged as the leading model of
school-university partnerships linking reform in teacher education and reform in
schools. By the time What Matters Most: Teaching for America's Future (National
Commission on Teaching & America's Future, 1996) was published, many school and
universities had initiated partnerships committed to improving both teacher education
and schools.

Collaboration as Synonymous with Partnership
Collaboration became a defining aspect of the new partnerships (Clark, 1988;
Darling-Hammond, 1994; Johnston, 1997a; Johnston, Brosnan, Cramer, & Dove, 2000;
Schechty & Whitford, 1988), reflecting a prevalent discourse in society that heralded
the benefits of working together to create new knowledge and solve problems.
Swanson (1995) in a cross-site analysis of three school-university partnerships, the
Learning Consortium at the University of Toronto, The Southern Maine Partnership,
and the Benedictum Consortium at West Virginia University, concluded that the

12

"strength of each school-university partnership appears to be its commitment to
collaboration as a means of reform" (p. 82).
Numerous authors sought to define collaborative work in school-university
partnerships. Kenneth Sirotnik and John Goodlad (1988) characterized collaboration as
the process of two or more persons or groups working together as equal partners with a
sufficient degree of selflessness to satisfy each others’ self interests while solving
common problems (p. viii). Others emphasized the importance of groups being
dissimilar enough from each other to bring different strengths, expertise, and
perspectives (Clark, 1988; Hord, 1986).
Collaborative partnerships called for a particular way of being in relationship.
Francee Eldredge and colleagues (2000) write, "collaboration is an ongoing process of
negotiating relationships" (p. 98). It is individuals building relationships across
boundaries and differences, becoming comfortable with tensions created by others'
perspsectives, and blurring the boundaries between institutions as they take on novel
roles and interact in new ways.
Marilyn Johnston (2000) writes, "collaboration.. .depends on relationships that
must be nurtured and attended to in ways that more hierarchical arrangements do not"
(p. 3). Appley and Winder (1977) approached collaboration as a value system based not
on competition but on human caring, mutual aspirations, and a chosen commitment to
work together over time. Nel Noddings illuminates the notion of caring and proposes
an ethic of care as central to education and dialogue (1991; 1992).
%

Collaborative activities require establishing respect, trust, and parity among
participants. An environment must be created in which participants feel safe taking
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risks, relinquishing autonomy, and viewing the world from others' standpoints.
Leadership must be shared, based on knowledge and expertise. Pragmatically,
collaboration demands time, energy, and effective communication (Hord, 1986;
Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Rosaen & Hoekwater, 1990; Su, 1999).
It is hardly surprising, then, that "collaboration is a fragile process.. .more easily
undermined than sustained. It requires changes in attitudes, working relationships, and
pedagogies, as well as in organizational structures" (Johnston, 2000, p. 3). It is hard
work - messy, unpredictable, and uncomfortable (Sandholtz & Finan, 1998). Cynthia
Dickens (2000) captures the tension around collaboration in a chapter title: "Too
valuable to be rejected, too different to be embraced" (p. 21). The following section
describes the particular tensions that make collaboration an ambitious undertaking
between schools and university-based teacher education programs. •

Tensions between Cultures: Schools and Universities
In spite of the overlapping concerns and interests of schools and university
teacher education programs, collaboration is challenging because of the different
cultures in each institution (Brookhart & Loadman, 1990; Lieberman & Miller, 1984;
Welch, 1998). The assumptions and ways of thinking and acting embedded in each
culture are particular. Brookhart and Loadman understand that "differences in context
lead to different sets of expectations and different ways of interpreting events" (p. 124).
Welch categorizes the cultural barriers as conceptual (role definitions), pragmatic (time,
%

organization), attitudinal (beliefs, expectations), and professional (skills). In the

14

discussion that follows, I categorize the cultural barriers as 1) knowledge valued, 2)
professional roles and rewards, 3) time, and 4) manner of approaching problems.

Knowledge Valued
John Dewey, in 1896, created a laboratory school at the University of Chicago
on the premise that universities were the "seat of knowing", places where scientific
research on educational practice was to be conducted (Mitchell & Torres, 1998, p. 25).
Such decisions created a dynamic of "expert-based paternalism" (p. 26) and "intellectual
colonialism of elementary and secondary education by higher education" (p. 31). Truth,
supported by research, resided in the university. Teacher education programs embraced
a tone of paternalism and condescension in relation to schools. "However well
intended, the university's attempt to force their expertise upon teachers naturally
resulted in resentment and mistrust" (p. 32).
Reinforcing the notion of the university as the seat of knowing is the perceived
sophistication of the pursuit of theoretical understanding in higher education (Sandholtz
& Finan, 1998; Shulman, 1987). The attention that university-based teacher educators
give to theoretical knowledge and theory-building research is intimidating and offputting to teachers.
Teachers perceive their own expertise as grounded in experience though I posit
that they, too, hold and act on theories profoundly shaped by their beliefs and what they
know works with students. School-based teachers commonly regard theoretical
knowledge and research as unconnected to the realities of real classrooms and schools
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(Haberman, 1971; Goodlad, 1988). For the most part, teachers value what they learn
daily through reflecting in and on action (Schon, 1983).
Conversely, university-based teacher educators are interested in culling, if not
creating, the cutting-edge ideas about teaching and learning and often feel they promote
more enlightened or progressive practices based on theoretical knowledge than the
practices existing in schools (Gee, 1999, p. 77). This easily leads to diminished respect
by university-based education faculty for the expertise of teachers' knowledge. The
theory-practice divide and what counts as worthwhile knowledge in understanding
teaching and learning create a significant chasm in the context of school-university
relations (Brookhart & Loadman, 1990; Shulman, 1987; Sanford & Mahar, 1996).

Roles and Rewards
Teachers’ primary responsibility is to the students in their classroom and
their learning. Traditionally, teachers have carried out this responsibility isolated within
the four walls of a classroom (Lortie, 1975). The present national emphasis on schools
being held accountable for student achievement reinforces the centrality of teachers’
responsibility for student learning.
While not detracting from teachers' responsibility for student learning, the
restructuring that marked the third wave of reform has resulted in new and expanded
roles for teachers outside the domain of their individual classrooms (Boles & Troen,
1997; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Steffel, Breault, Weisenbach, & Pellico, 1996; Hall,
1996; Berry & Catoe; 1994; Pasch & Pugach, 1990). The taking on of a wider variety
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of roles has led to teachers assuming professional leadership in ways hitherto
unrealized.
Darling-Hammond, Bullmaster, and Cobb (1995) refer to teacher leadership as a
mindset - a modus opercmdi that involves reflection, experimentation, inquiry, problem
posing as well as problem-solving, continual learning, professional responsibility and
collective accountability. It is the capacity to carry out varied roles and relationships, to
work collaboratively with other professionals, and to engage in redesigning practice in
response to students and systematic inquiry. A professional mindset assumes that
leadership for change comes from within rather than from outside an organization or
institution. Rather than being assigned, professional leadership emerges and grows.
The ensuing shift in mindset and teachers' growing capacities to carry out varied
roles and relationships are instrumental to developing partnerships around collaboration.
(Council of Chief State School Officers, 1989). The shared leadership that collaboration
calls for requires empowerment of all participants and power equalization (Johnston,
1997b; Lieberman & Miller, 1984; Pasch & Pugach, 1990). The development of teacher
leadership and teachers' enhanced sense of professionalism created fertile ground for
collaborative activity with university faculty.
Teacher leadership emerged, nevertheless, within a traditional school culture
that values egalitarian relations among teachers. Within this culture, taking leadership
is perceived as threatening to others, disrupting the status quo, and breaking rank with
colleagues (Boles & Troen, 1997). Katherine Boles and Vivian Troen, teacher-initiators
%

of the Teaching/Leaming Collaborative in Massachusetts, while perceiving that a key to
restructuring the work culture of their school lay in connections to the university.
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sensitively maintained the norm of equality and inclusion by rotating teacher leadership
yearly and offering teachers connected ways to grow professionally through
collaborative curriculum building and study groups.
While the Teaching/Leaming Collaborative and subsequent research show how
assuming teacher leadership roles preceded and initiated partnership activity, the
partnership also served as a means of fostering the leadership capacity of teachers
(Boles, 1991; Boles & Troen, 1997; Troen & Boles, 1994, 1995). Partnerships offer
additional roles for teachers: boundary spanners (Boles & Troen, 1997; Sandholtz &
Finan, 1998), joint planners of teacher education programs (Miller & Silvemail, 1994;
Pasch & Pugach, 1990); site-coordinators (Lyons, Strobel, & Fischetti, 1997); members
of screening, planning, and steering committees (Boles & Troen, 1997; Rosaen &
Hoekwater, 1990; Teitel, 1992; Zeichner & Miller, 1997); co-instructors, active in
designing and delivering student teaching seminars and methods courses (Boles &
Troen, 1997; Lyons, et al., 1997; Miller & Silvemail, 1994; Sandholtz & Merseth,
1992; Snyder, 1994, 1997; Steflfel, et al., 1996; Zeichner & Miller, 1997); members of
study groups (Boles & Troen, 1997; Miller & Silvemail, 1994), teacher-researchers
(Berry & Catoe, 1994; Boles & Troen, 1997; Lieberman, 1986;) and professional
development planners and presenters (Boles & Troen, 1997; Berry & Catoe, 1994).
Teachers speak of ongoing dialogue, of teaching becoming a public act, and of
the mutual influence they have on each other (Berry & Catoe, 1994). Robert Williams
(1996), discussing the Indiana State University professional development schools
%

program, notes a shift from teacher as "solo performer carrying out routine procedures
and approved curriculum to.. .a collaborator on issues of curriculum and instruction
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with colleagues, parents, and students, researcher of his/her own craft, and a mentor to
those who want to become teachers” (p. 172).
Lee Teitel (1997) describes the extent to which professional development school
partnerships enhance the professional role of teachers: ”at work is nothing less than a
redefinition of what a professional teacher does - ones that calls for a substantial role
outside of the classroom” (p. 13). Studies show that the enhanced role results in
increased risk-taking by teachers, feelings of pride in co-ownership of the teacher
education program, feelings of being valued as a professional, and greater interest in
their own professionalism (Barry & Catoe, 1994; Hall, 1996).
Within the university culture, collaborative partnerships push the organizational
structure in different ways. Universities operate on a reward system that values
research, teaching, and service, with service being the least significant in promotion and
tenure decisions (Goodlad, Soder, & Sirotnik, 1990). In most universities, collaboration
with schools is construed as service (Snyder, 1994). Therefore, little, or nothing, is
gained in a faculty member’s professional status through involvement in collaborative
processes with schools, unless such collaboration is understood as a valued, even
necessary, part of a school of education's mission. Without this commitment to
collaborative efforts, devoting time and effort to school-university partnerships often
conflicts with teacher educators' interest in advancing their professional status in higher
education (Berry & Catoe, 1994). Stepping out of institutionally defined roles can have
significant professional consequences in relation to promotion and tenure. In general,
institutions of higher education are reluctant and slow to change their thinking about
what deserves to be rewarded. Individualism, bureaucratic inertia, and a studied, slow-
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moving process of institutional change operate to make universities nearly incapable of
responding efficiently to external changes (Sandholtz & Finan, 1998).
Findings in the literature point to significant less change occurring in higher
education than in schools in relation to roles and reward structures (Berry & Catoe,
1994). Barnett Berry and Sally Catoe point to the norm of "avoid collective action"
among a university research faculty (p. 192). An exception is The Southern Maine
partnership, which grants school site coordinators adjunct faculty status with voting
privileges (Lyons, et al., 1997).
In spite of a reward structure that shows little flexibility, teacher education
faculty collaborating in school-university teacher education partnerships find their role
and work dramatically altered. Work shifts from university to school setting. They
spend increased time in schools - in frequent interactions with mentor teachers, interns,
and school administrators, in co-planning courses with school-based teachers, and in
serving as site-based coordinators or liaisons (Lyons, et al., 1997; Berry & Catoe, 1994;
Johnston, 1997a; Johnston, et al., 2000). Like their counterparts in schools, they
become boundary spanners (Williams, 1996). Everyday interaction with school faculty
and administrators become common. In short, the context and nature of universitybased teacher educators' work changes because of collaborative involvement in schooluniversity partnerships.
Simmons, Konecki, Crowell, and Gates-Duffield (1999) characterized the
university coordinator role in a school-unversity partnership as encompassing three
%

kinds of roles and work: dream keeper - "vigorously involved in helping other people
keep a vision in sight" (p. 39); weaver - "working with all members of the reform team
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.. .to create a new design in the "fabric" of the school and university" (p. 40); and
finally, shape-shifters who "change roles comfortably themselves and...model this
behavior and address the need for others to change roles at times" (p. 41). Their study
concludes that interpersonal skills, beliefs, and dispositions are as important as technical
knowledge for coordinators and forwards the notion of "stewardship", or
the willingness to do whatever needs to be done in a collaborative arena to
get the job done and to stimulate all team members to continue growing in
resourcefulness, self-efficacy, and collaboration toward the vision. This
metaphor means not standing on protocol or rank, not being afraid to take
a risk, and not being distant and reluctant to get muddy or messy in a reallife situation that needs a collaborative response, (p. 42)
This same role flexibility and willingness of university faculty to become
involved is repeated in other studies (Enciso, Kirschner, Rogers, & Seidl, 2000;
Johnston, 1997a; Jones, Clark, Maloy, & Fischetti, 1990; McGowan & Powell, 1990).
Jones and colleagues found that leaders who were "personable, hard working, adaptive,
visionary" (p. 122), willing to assume multiple roles and adapt to shifting priorities
contributed significantly to achieving collaborative innovation. Attributes that allow
individuals to share strengths without becoming wholly responsible or sole expert and
that foster individuals’ abilities to assume multiple roles as specialists and generalists
contributed to a collaborative arrangement that was capable of self-organizing to meet
emerging issues (Jones, et al., 1990; McGowan & Powell, 1990). Such fluidity
demands interpersonal relationships built on respect and trust (Brookhart & Loadman,
1990; Johnston, 1997b; Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Kerper & Johnston, 1997; Rosaen &
Hoekwater, 1990).
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Time
While expansion and fluidity of roles are demanded within collaborative
partnerships, time is finite and is often cited as a major barrier to the sustaining of
partnerships (Berry & Catoe, 1994; Bullough, et al., 1999; Snyder, 1997; Troen &
Boles, 1995; Winitzky, Stoddart, & O'Keefe, 1992). It is well established that
classroom teachers are accountable for the learning and achievement of a group of
children as well as responsible to school-wide service and meetings (Abdal-Haqq,
1996b; 1998; Book, 1996). Teacher education faculty have teaching and supervision
demands as well as commitments to research and publishing on which their university
careers depend.
Added to the multiple time demands of the partners is the differently structured
schedule of each workplace. Classroom teachers are tied to school and classroom
schedules, have little flexibility or relief, and begin their days early. College/universitybased teacher educators have more flexible schedules but often teach late afternoon
classes and have committee meetings throughout the day (Robinson & DarlingHammond, 1994). Partnerships push university faculty to follow the public school
calendar rather than the university calendar (Lyons, et al., 1997). In both cultures,
"adding-on" stretches people's capacities. Jean King (1997) acknowledges that
partnership work "must become an integral part of ongoing, day-to-day activities" (p.
209).
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Manner of Approaching Issues
The "ready-fire-aim" approach in schools differs from the "ready, ready, ready"
culture of higher education (Whitford, 1994, p. 95). Traditionally, schools embrace an
action-oriented approach to problem-solving in contrast to colleges and universities'
carefully considered deliberations or inquiry approach that may or may not result in
action.
These differing attitudes to problem-solving are both challenges and strengths as
schools and universities embark on collaborative activity. Collaborating with schools
compels university faculty to participate in a more action-oriented approach brought on
by the sense of urgency in schools (Tyson, 1997). On the other hand, university faculty
bring a reflective approach informed by theoretical knowledge and the culture of
universities to collaborative efforts with schools. Both cultures are stretched by the
other's manner of working (Goodlad, 1988). In a study of the multiple perspectives of
participants in the California State University partnership with an urban school district,
Su (1999) writes, "both school and university change the work and culture of the other"
(p. 47).
Learning to collaborate across the cultural tensions described, then, is a
significant part of the process of creating and sustaining school-university partnerships.
Seymour Sarason (1971) framed the endeavor as inherently so difficult that he saw little
hope for success. However, the national reform agenda calling for simultaneous
renewal of schools and teacher education and the prevailing notion that collaboration is
beneficial have compelled the two cultures to embark on unprecedented collaborative
experiments.
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Dialogue
In the more recent partnership literature, dialogue appears as a prominent
component of building and sustaining collaborative partnerships, replacing a more
general emphasis on communication in earlier literature. Marilyn Johnston and Michael
Thomas (1997) stated, "many of us judge the quality of a meeting and the strength of
our collaboration by whether enough dialogue has occurred to make collaborative work
and its challenges worthwhile" (p. 19). Several authors acknowledge that partnerships
suffer, frequently reaching a plateau, when participants are reluctant to discuss conflicts,
concerns, and differences directly (Muchmore & Knowles, 1993; Snyder, 1997; Teitel,
1996).
While dialogue events contain the possibility of talking across differences by
drawing on a variety of perspectives, respecting alternative viewpoints, and examining
tensions, they also have the potential to make visible negative realities such as unequal
power, inflexible positioning, and silencing of voices.
Several studies point to the act of naming inequities, self-interests, and tensions
as critical to dialogue. Kathleen Fear (1991) in a critical analysis of the collaboration
process based on the theory of community building found that the naming of status
hierarchies and personal interests had to precede genuine egalitarian participation in a
dialogue process. Otherwise, university faculty tried to minimize their perceived status
by being silent rather than participating in dialogue. Such a stance diminished the
notion that they were co-learners in co-generative dialogue.
Richard Kerper and Marilyn Johnston (1997), university partners in The Ohio
State University professional development school project, sought to diminish the power
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derived from their university roles by being silent, thinking their silence would create
opportunity for teachers to be in charge and promote a relationship of parity. What they
discovered was that adopting a posture of silence only created intrapersonal frustration
and did not automatically give others power. Recognizing that silencing of self is based
on a view of power as being a limited commodity, Kerper writes.
I came to realize that I could not empower anyone. I could only monitor
my voice and my actions in order to provide opportunity for others to
discover their own power.... Instead, I found that [power] was constructed
in the social transactions that I had with others. Together we created the
conditions in which power could emerge for individuals and groups in
varying contexts, (p. 77)
Kerper concludes, "Our school colleagues helped us to understand that they did not
want to be ’given' power; they wanted colleagues, support, and respect" (p. 80).
Theresa Rogers (Enciso, et al., 2000) asserts that "points of tension need to be
acknowledged and understood, as much as possible, from the perspective of those who
feel those tensions the most" (p. 80). She describes a dialogue event which revealed
that participants had different understandings of the word "urban." Some used it as a
code word for high numbers of minority and poor families and others for diversity of
population. In another instance, when partnership participants decided to act counter to
a suggestion made by a university dean, the non-tenured university faculty expressed
anxiety about "talking back" to university administrators. The sharing of that concern
helped build understanding of university culture.
As Eldredge and colleagues (2000) studied a research group struggling to work
collaboratively, they came to understand dialogue as inquiry, that is, the process of
"keeping critical questions in front of us" (p. 103).

They found that dialogue as inquiiy

happened when individuals named perplexing issues and took the risk of sharing and
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questioning individual commitments and beliefs. Johnston stated, "this kind of inquiry
into our assumptions and actions is what keeps me coming back to this group and to our
struggles to figure out what it means to be collaborative across schools and universities"
(Eldridge, et al., p. 103).
Nicholas Burbules and Suzanne Rice (1991) advanced the notion that dialogue
across differences, while problematic, is preeminently worthwhile. In these authors'
view, in fact, difference is constitutive of genuine dialogue. In an attempt to articulate a
positive response to the celebration of difference in postmodernist thought, Burbules
and Rice counter that the lack of a single master metanarrative excludes hope for
consensus or common understanding. They argue that, in a process of dialogue across
difference, "neither consensus nor incommensurability can be assumed in advance" (p.
404); rather, "a range of possibilities, of degrees of understanding and
misunderstanding, can result, and... the sorts of understandings that will or will not
result cannot be prejudged (p. 409). Advising that "communicative situations of
difference.. .need to be entered with a sense of the context and personal histories that
inform the various parties' outlooks on the situation" (p. 410) and recognizing that
stereotypes, prior experiences, and prejudgments can predetermine outcome, Burbules
and Rice urge the development of communicative virtues:
tolerance, patience, respect for differences, a willingness to listen, the
inclination to admit that one may be mistaken, the ability to reinterpret or
translate one's own concerns in a way that makes them comprehensible to
others, the self-imposition of restraint in order that others may "have a
turn" to speak, and the disposition to express one's self honestly and
sincerely. (411).
>
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Burbules and Rice, in addition to valuing difference within dialogue, thus offer a set of
communicative virtues for consideration and provide a basis for a discussion of the
theoretical concept of third space that will be taken up later in this chapter.
I turn now to an examination of the critical voices within school-university
partnership literature.

Partnerships: Critical Perspectives
Critical voices within the new school-university partnership literature have
emerged (Abdal-Haqq, 1996a; Book, 1996; Dickens, 2000; Murrell, 1998; Murrell &
Borunda, 1998; Valli, Cooper, & Frankes, 1997). They question whether the concept of
partnership that emerged in response to the national reform agenda is sufficient to reach
the goal of preparing teachers to teach all children to high standards. Are the
partnerships enacting the critical inquiry needed to change educational outcomes?
Kenneth Sirotnik (1991), writing about critical inquiry, calls for "generic questions to be
asked at every opportunity..., 'is this the way we want things to be?' and What are we
going to do about it?"' (p. 252).
Cited as shortcomings of teachers seeking to teach diverse populations are
underdeveloped belief systems related to social issues and cultural differences, lack of
political consciousness, and a paucity of experience in urban settings (Ladson-Billings,
2001; Haberman, 1995; Cochran-Smith, 1995). The literature makes it clear that both
the insularity of school-university partnerships in relation to the larger community and
%

the absence of opportunity for pre- and in-service teachers to reflect on social inequities
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and cultural diversity detract from preparing teachers who are competent to teach
diverse populations (Enciso, et al., 2000; Zeichner & Miller, 1997).
Critiques focus on the breadth of partnerships. Hal Lawson (1996) proposes a
second generation of partnerships informed by a systems theory of change and
expanded to include families and community groups. He argues for positioning schools
as sharing responsibility for outcomes by connecting school reform with both
community development and supports for family well-being. Peter Murrell and Mario
Borunda (1998) believe that, without the critical perspective of the whole community,
partnerships easily become perpetuators of the status quo in relation to class and race.
These authors find the definition of equity, "to make teaching and learning for
understanding available for everybody's children" (Holmes Group, 1990, p. 29) shallow
and the equity agenda of the professional development school movement apolitical and
uncritical, lacking a goal in relation to reversing educational inequality. They insist that
"clear and demonstrable increases in academic achievement, personal development and
civic sensibilities" (p. 73) are demanded to realize equity. They call for partnerships
that embrace critical thinking and a systematic design for addressing the "underlying
political questions that produce inequities in schooling" (p. 68).
Finally, in addition to finding a lack of equity goals, sufficient breadth within
partnerships, and a sound definition of equity, critics also note the paucity of
theoretically informed studies. Descriptive case studies, primarily of professional
development schools, offer textured portrayals of the process, challenges, stages of
%
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development, and governance procedures of the new partnerships (Byrd & McIntyre,
1999; Campoy, 2000; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Hoffinan, Reed, & Rosenbluth, 1997;
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Johnston, 1997a; Johnston, et al., 2000; Levine & Trachtman, 1997; Sirotnik &
Goodlad, 1988; Warren, 1996). However, partnership studies are remarkable for their
lack of theoretical perspective (Dickens, 2000).
Exceptions do exist. The following research represents a small group of
theoretically-informed studies. Putnam (1994) and Trubowitz (1986) bring group
development and stage theory to their understanding of partnerships. The six-year
longitudinal study of the professional development school project at The Ohio State
University is framed by an understanding of dialogue as a means of exploring the
tensions that result from differences (Johnston, 1997a). In later work, Johnston and
colleagues (2000) look to poststructural feminist theory to examine the power and
politics of collaborative work. Likewise, McGowan and Powell (1990) articulate a
poststructural argument that language matters. They suggest that a brain metaphor
better allows us to imagine the attributes needed for school partnerships than the
machine metaphor often used to support the concept of schools as bureaucracies. For
these authors, a brain metaphor suggests flexibility, adaptability, questioning, and being
responsive to feedback. Finally, in an early study, Robert Maloy (1985) draws on
constructivist and poststructural views of reality in arguing that partnerships are at risk
unless participants recognize that realities are not fixed or mutual, but rather are
constructed and multiple.
These examples demonstrate a small body of theoretically rich literature and
stand in contrast to the more abundant body of case studies that describe but fail to
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bring theoretical understanding to the discussion.
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Key Concepts

Elements of Dialogue
While the literature reviewed above recognizes dialogue as an important
component of building and sustaining partnerships and identifies qualities that hinder
and support dialogue, this study draws on a yet more significant understanding of
dialogue set forth by Alexander Sidorkin. In Beyond Discourse (1999), Sidorkin frames
dialogue as an ontological concept, that is, as an essential element of human existence
and an end in itself For Sidorkin, to be human is to dialogue. Sidorkin’s ontological
understanding of dialogue signifies dialogue as not merely important, but rather as an
essential element of partnerships, for partnerships are first and foremost about forming
relationships (Miller & Silvemail, 1994). Thus, to think of dialogue ontologically in
relation to partnerships increases the significance of dialogue. Dialogue becomes the
essence of partnerships, bringing partnerships into being. To be in partnership is to
dialogue.
Sidorkin proposes three devices that favor the chances of dialogue occurring in a
setting: complexity, cohesion, and carnival. He writes:
first there needs to be a device for polyphony, second, a device for
cohesion, and third a device for breaking free from all of
organization... .Complexity and civility are derived from two conditions of
dialogue, namely the condition of coexistng multiple voices, and the
condition of mutual listening of these voices. Carnival is related to the
fundamental idea of dialogue as another, distinct mode of being. Again,
nothing will guarantee dialogue, but it is more likely to happen if
individuals are exposed to many voices, without a domineering single one;
when these voices are in constant interaction with each other; and when
the social structure of a school regularly breaks down in order for the
human voices to free themselves from the limitations of the social world.
(1999, p. 112)
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In Sidorkin's devices, we see elements of dialogue that have been suggested in
the partnership literature, namely, multiple voices that speak and are listened to with
parity. The camivalesque nature of the context, acting to free the dialogue from the
limits of routine time and space, mirrors the unpredictable nature of third space, the next
theoretical construct we take up.

"Third Space”
"Third space" is a newly created culture characterized by hybridity or differing
points of view, unpredictability, and negotiated agency. Within the construct of "third
space," hybridity emerges from multiple voices bearing different perspectives. No one
voice claims authority or ownership though individuals' unique expertise is recognized.
Mikhael Bakhtin (1981) states, "the...hybrid is...the collision between differing points
of view.. .pregnant with potential for new world views...." (p. 360). This collision is
not characterized by any point of view seeking supremacy, but rather by a parity of
voices and thus the inability of anyone to predict the outcome (Willett, private
conversation, 2000). Unpredictability is inherent and expected. Willett, Solsken, &
Wilson-Keenan's study (1999) illustrates the unpredictable nature of a "third space"
when student's family members representing a variety of cultures share their knowledge
with children in a primary grade classroom. Within this sharing event or third space,
unpredictable interactions occur and different ideologies surface as parent and teachers
enact what is appropriate behavior from their perspectives.
Finally, for Homi Bhabha (1996), the hybridity created in the “third space”
culture "opens up a space of negotiation.. .that makes possible the emergence of an
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'interstitial' agency that refuses the binary representation of social antagonism. Hybrid
agencies find their voice in a dialectic that does not seek cultural supremacy or
sovereignty" (p. 58). Understanding hybridity as both collision between differing points
of view and as negotiation within which agency emerges supports an understanding of
difference as offering opportunity for learning and growth in a partnership (Johnston &
Thomas, 1997).

Praxis: Reflection and Action
Bhabha's understanding of "third space" as offering opportunity for agency is
suggestive of Paulo Freire's.belief that dialogue is both reflection and action. Freire's
understanding of dialogue adds yet another layer of theoretical understanding, that is,
that dialogue is "the encounter between men [and women], mediated by the world, in
order to name the world" (1970/1997, p. 69). And, in Freire's understanding, to name
the world is to change it. "Once named, the world in its turn reappears to the namers as
a problem and requires of them a new naming" (p. 69). True dialogue is praxis or
reflection and action that transforms the world (p. 68). Ongoing cycles of reflection and
action lead to growing critical consciousness - a perception of the social, political, and
economic contradictions that exist in the world.

Discourses and Power
To explain how these contradictions are brought into being, I turn to the
postmodern notion of discourses and draw on Norman Fairclough (1989) and Jay
Lemke (1995) to provide an understanding of discourses. Created in and by the social
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practices of a community, discourses are social practices or sets of conventions that
bring our minds into being and upon which we draw as we act and speak in our
everyday lives (Fairclough, 1989; Lemke, 1995). As individuals we act and speak in
the context of the discourses available to us in the communities that constitute our lives.
Thus an analysis of discourses must take into account the social, historical, cultural and
political dimensions of communities (Lemke, 1995).
Lemke recognizes discourses as political texts, functioning "to legitimate,
__
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-

-

naturalize or disguise the inequities they sustain" (p. 12). Embedded in the discourses
are ideologies or beliefs that function as taken-for granted assumptions. These beliefs,
usually taken up unconsciously and assumed to be correct, are lenses for viewing the
world and operate as common sense, thus easily justifying and sustaining inequities in
society. For, discourses position self and others, assigning power and designating
agency.
Patti Lather (1989), a critical feminist theorist, points to the connection between
discourses and power:
To learn to see not only what we do but also what structures what we do,
to deconstruct how ideological and institutional power play in our own
practices...is to examine the discourses within which we are caught up.
Imploding canons and foregrounding the power/knowledge nexus by
deconstructing "natural" hierarchies demonstrate that what had seemed
transparent and unquestionable is neither... .(p. 20-21)
Each of us is caught in discourses that make the status quo appear natural and
unquestionable. That is to say that dialogue and inquiry within partnerships is subject
to the discourses and ideologies of the larger society and to the perceptions and realities
of how power operates. Discourses function ideologically - either maintaining the
status quo of social relations or contesting the existing social relations (Lemke, 1995).
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Being critical requires recognizing how our social and political discourses function, and
how, within partnership dialogue events, discourses influence understanding and what is
considered possible.

Conclusion
In summary, the last two decades of school reform have sparked efforts to create
school-university partnerships for the purpose of generating change simultaneously in
public schools and teacher education. The critical literature calls for partnerships that
demonstrate inclusivity rather than exclusivity, genuine dialogue rather than mere
communication of information, and critical inquiry rather than uncritical acceptance of
the status quo. Furthermore, a review of the literature demonstrates the need to bring
theoretical understandings to bear on research surrounding partnerships.
Recent literature recognizes the importance, challenges, and promise of dialogue
within partnerships.

Still missing from the research, however, is close analysis of

dialogue events in a school-university partnership in order to explore what actually
occurs in partnership dialogue events and what the meaning of that dialogue is for
instituting change and understanding the challenges of reform efforts in schools and
teacher education.
This study, then, examines the process of dialogue within a school-university
partnership using an ethnographic approach. By drawing on the theoretical concepts of
third space, dialogue as reflection and action, and discourses, the study explores how
%

dialogue events inform our understanding of the possibilities and challenges that
school-university partnerships encounter as they seek to be agents of change in both

public and teacher education.

By bringing theory to bear on analysis, the study

contributes to the small body of theoretically informed research on school-university
partnerships. The study employs theory, metaphor, and micro-analysis as tools for
analyzing data. These tools are discussed in the following chapter.

CHAPTER 3

STUDY DESIGN AND CONTEXT

Approach and Rationale
A strong consensus exists in the partnership literature that research paradigms
are needed that allow the complexities and specificity of a partnership and the multiple
and intertwined variables influencing learning to emerge (Book, 1996; Sirotnik, 1999;
Winitzky, et al., 1992). Within the genres of qualitative research, an ethnographic
approach seeks to portray both complexity and specificity and to unravel meanings and
structures that are taken for granted. An ethnographic study of dialogue events within a
partnership context has the potential of uncovering the multi-faceted nature and
uniqueness of the dialogue as well as the possibilities and meaning of the partnership
for participants.
As a method of inquiry derived from cultural anthropology, an ethnographic
approach seeks to uncover the complexity of a culture or cultures by providing an emic
or insiders' view. The ethnographic researcher endeavors to construct a story of
participants' worldviews that reveals the beliefs behind actions and how those beliefs
come into being and, in so doing, offers the reader an in-depth understanding of an
aspect of culture. Frequently, the emic view is revealed through a "focus on fine¬
grained interactions, often speech acts" (Rossman & Rallis, 1998, p. 67).
The speech acts examined in this study occur among participants in a focus
group within a school-university partnership. The study attempts to illuminate how
dialogue events in the focus group reflect societal discourses and how the discourses
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available to the group expand or limit the possibilities for new understandings and
agency. Thus, the study is well served by an ethnographic approach.
In addition to the goals of inquiry identified with ethnography, the approach
demands that the researcher identify a framework or lens through which the data will be
interpreted and analyzed. In an ethnographic study, knowledge results from looking in
depth at a particular population or event in order to create concepts or theories that
inform our understanding. The nature of the concepts or theories constructed by the
researcher are derived from the theoretical lenses used. The lens, therefore, through
which a researcher looks must be clearly identified, for it determines how the researcher
chooses and looks at data.
Because I understand partnerships as potentially transforming activities that seek
to interrupt the status quo in relation to the outcomes of teacher education programs and
schools, I have chosen to use a critical lens. In attempting to define a critical lens, Phil
Carspecken (1996) writes, "'criticalists'... share a value orientation. We are all
concerned about social inequalities and we direct our work toward positive social
change" (p. 3). Social structures, power, oppression, and human agency are common
concerns. Thus, using a critical lens will allow me to look for ways in which issues of
power, privilege, domination, and oppression hinder the development of praxis that has
the potential to transform teacher education and schools.
This is a story of how insiders within a partnership are simultaneously cultural
insiders and outsiders as they pose problems, struggle with propositions, and share their
worldviews. The perspectives of participants collide with others' perspectives. The
search to understand each other and "school" is a search to understand worldviews and
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the discourses and beliefs on which they draw. It is a story of discoveries, collisions,
exhilaration, and discouragement as insider and outsider intermingle and share
perspectives and understandings.
Among genres in qualitative research, an ethnographic approach offers the
opportunity for long-term, sustained participant observation in a naturalistic setting.
The proposed study extends over two years of a school-university teacher education
partnership. I used multiple data gathering techniques common in ethnographic studies:
participant observation, audio-taping of focus group meetings, informal and guided
interviews, written communication, written artifacts, and the researcher's lived
experience of events.
Analysis was reiterative and ongoing, involving uncovering of themes, coding
(Rossman & Rallis, 1998), microanalysis of language (Willett, et al., 1999) and a
critical lens (Carspecken, 1996; Fairclough, 1989; Gee, 1999; Lemke, 1995; Willett, et
al, 1999).
Judith Meloy (1994) writes about the qualitative researcher,
doing research is synonymous with multiple, simultaneous actions. The
researcher as human instrument is a methodologist, analyst, writer,
thinker, interpreter, inquirer - an individual human being capable of and
responsible for some kind of final, organized presentation of the
interaction of experience in context, (p. 71)
It is a reiterative and reflexive process in which the researcher repeatedly questions her
assumptions, her effect in the research setting, and the research process itself. For,
underlying the research process is the epistemological assumption that knowledge
*

derived from social science research is subjective, constructed through the perspectives
and understandings of the researcher as well as the participants.
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Complicating my role as researcher, in this case, is that the study represents a
multi-faceted, reflexive process of my assuming etic and emic perspectives, being
observer participant and interlocutor in partnership events. I am both a participant in
the dialogue events and ethnographic researcher. This required that I thoughtfully and
repeatedly inquired into my own assumptions and perspective, that is, How is my
position, worldview, and the discourses that I draw on effecting the dialogue events and
the authorship of the report? It is important, therefore, that I give you, the reader, an
understanding of who I am so that you can be aware of authorship as you read.

Personal Biography
I am a middle-class, European-American female, teaching in a school of
education in a large state university. At the commencement of my initial study, I
entered the Roberto Rodriguez Magnet School, situated in an urban, industrial-based,
mid-size city in northeastern United States, as a novice researcher and teacher educator.
Having placed two interns in the school the previous year, I was acquainted with the
principal and two of the teachers.
In multiple ways I was, and am, an outsider. I did not live or work in the
community surrounding the school. I was a White minority among a mostly Latino and
African American student population. I was a university-based teacher educator among
school-based teachers and administrators. The only striking similarity was that I shared
class, gender, and ethnicity, that is, middle class, female, and European-American, with
%

the majority, though not all, of the teachers.
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From the beginning I positioned myself as a teacher educator wanting to learn
about the process of teaching and learning in an urban setting. Having taught
kindergarten and second and third grades in suburban schools, I lacked understanding
about teaching and learning in an urban context with children of families most of whose
incomes would classify them as working poor (Gilbert, 1998). It was clear to me that
growing diversity in the school population meant that teacher education must concern
itself with helping pre-service teachers understand children and families whose class,
race, or ethnicity is different from their own (Ladson-Billings, 2001). Otherwise,
teachers desiring to establish constructivist teaching practices based on the principle of
connecting to students' prior experience (Brooks & Brooks, 1993) face a major obstacle.
Simply stated, I wanted to experience teaching and learning and learn about children
and teachers in a low-achieving, urban elementary school.
A consistent focus in my university teaching has been the challenges that
schools and teachers face in our diverse, pluralistic society. Social justice issues,
particularly in relation to how class, race, and ethnicity effect educational opportunities
and student-family-school interactions, are central concerns reflected in the syllabi of
my courses. I value and desire equity and empowerment for all people and seek to
promote the structural changes needed to bring about a more just society. I am
conscious that my concern for equal educational opportunities for children who
traditionally have not received quality education influenced by decision to locate my
study within a partnership whose goals are to enhance the preparation of teachers for
9
%

urban schools. My inquiry is rooted in the baffling question. Why are we as a society
unsuccessful in equalizing educational outcomes?
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Throughout the research process, I have sought to be aware of how my bias
toward equal life chances for all children influences what I look for and how I interpret
the data. And I have striven to become increasingly conscious of biases and blindness
that result from the discourses that shape my perspective.

The School Setting
The Roberto Rodriguez School, separated from neighborhoods by the grass and
concrete embankment of a major highway to the east, a steel fence and railroad tracks to
the west, and industrial buildings to the north and south, is a flat-roofed, two-story, gray
island of concrete, standing abruptly against the sidewalk. The school wall facing the
street is broken only by long, narrow, windows that, from the exterior, appear to allow
little light in or out. A child’s grandmother, gazing out a dirty second floor window and
observing the highway's concrete embankment and tops of cars whizzing by,
commented, "Lookin' out here, it's like there's nothin' on [the] other side. Dreary, gray,
like a prison [the school]; you're inside of something, confined, can't see beyond"
(Fieldnotes, 11/99). She wondered how children must feel in the building.
Buses and cars pull in to drop off children from various parts of the city and then
circle around the narrow driveway surrounding the school's playground. The fenced-in,
concrete-surfaced playground, only thirty-five feet in diameter, contains a slide and a
few swings. Preschool classes and an occasional kindergarten use it during warm
months. Beyond the driveway is a large, concrete parking lot where school personnel
%
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and visitors park.

41

The school has approximately 900 students in pre-school through fifth grade,
including several Head Start classrooms. All students receive free breakfast and lunch.
The student population is 27.8 % African American, 0.5 % Asian, 63.1% Latino, and
8.6% White (2000). Originally built on the concept of an open classroom school, the
second floor of the building contains a row of ten large open spaces, known as pods,
each of which contains four classrooms that are demarcated by five foot high, moveable
“walls.” Given the openness of the pods, teaching is a public act, and noise from the
other classrooms in the pod is a considerable factor in teaching and learning.
The Roberto Rodriguez School is one of the lowest achieving elementary
schools in the city and state according to the scores on the recently instituted,
standardized state tests. As Mary, the first grade teacher, stated during my prior
research study, “We are under the gun [to raise test scores].” She readily acknowledged
that the concerted effort by administrators in response to school reform law had raised
the standards of teaching at Rodriguez. “There were a lot of low functioning teachers,
and because of recent efforts, there has been a dramatic improvement” (Fieldnotes
1/14/00).

Restructuring at Rodriguez
Mr. Ortiz assumed the principalship in 1991, at a time when restructuring was
central to school reform efforts (Darling-Hammond, 1993; Lane & Epps, 1992). In the
foreword of Race. Class, and Power in School Restructuring by Pauline Lipman (1998),
Gloria Ladson-Billings writes:
Restructuring became the buzzword of the late 1980s and 1990s.
Corporate America used it interchangeably with terms such as "quality
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reinvestment," "downsizing," and "outsourcing"....However, when
restructuring became a part of the educational reform discourse, it came to
signify a variety of organizational and structural changes.... School
restructuring involves redesigning and streamlining curriculum,
untracking courses, developing what are seen as authentic assessment
methods, and localizing and delegating administrative responsibilities (or
site-based management), (p. ix)
At Rodriguez restructuring involved reorganization of the school, new curricula,
and the creation of both a site-based management committee and service teams of
teachers. As the dialogue will show, the administration and teachers felt intense
pressure to raise student scores on the newly instituted state-mandated, high-stakes
tests. These and other standardized assessments counted heavily in terms of measuring
student progress.
Early in his tenure, Mr. Ortiz reorganized Rodriguez into three academies. Each
academy had two classrooms at each level (K-5), as well as paraprofessionals, reading
specialists, a guidance counselor, and one or two additional classrooms for children
with exceptional needs. Physically, an academy was comprised of three pods or open
spaces, which the architecture of the building demanded. As described earlier, each pod
contained four classrooms divided by partitions. A wide hallway extended along one
side of the pods, connecting one end of the building with the other.
From 1996-1999, teachers had enacted new curricula in reading, writing, math,
and science and had participated in district and school-based workshops that supported
teachers' learning and enactment of the new curricula. Mr. Ortiz's philosophy about
professional development extended beyond workshops as reflected in the following
statement, "Professional development happens every day in your classroom by engaging
in reflection on your practice." (Fieldnotes, 10/28/99). Believing strongly that

43

professional development must be embedded in the context of teachers' work, he
enacted ongoing, site-managed teacher development opportunities.
A school decision-making committee, composed of teachers, parents, a
community member, and Mr. Ortiz, met biweekly to discuss and make decisions
regarding school policies. Mr. Ortiz was clear about what decisions needed to be taken
to this committee and appeared to have a smooth working relationship with the group.
Overall, the faculty's sense of being a professional community had grown under
Mr. Ortiz's leadership. Louis, Marks, and Kruse (1996) suggest that the development
of a school-wide professional community involves five elements of practice: shared
vision, focus on student learning, deprivatized practice, collaboration, and reflective
dialogue (p. ix). The following paragraphs show evidence of these elements at
Rodriguez.

Shared Vision
The district administration was in the process of introducing a shared vision of
teaching and learning throughout the elementary schools in the city. The vision, based
on the Principles of Learning from the Institute for Learning, University of Pittsburgh
(1999), included nine principles intended to guide teaching and learning. The
principles, articulated in a School Improvement Plan are listed in Table 1.
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Table 1
Principles of Learning
Principle 1

Classrooms must be organized for effort rather than for aptitude.

Principle 2

Clear expectations are evident.

Principle 3

The classroom would show evidence of recognition of
accomplishments.

Principle 4

The classroom would show evidence of fair and credible
evaluations.

Principle 5

The classroom would show evidence of academic rigor in a
thinking curriculum.

Principle 6

The classroom would show evidence of accountable talk.

Principle 7

The classroom would show evidence of socializing intelligence.

Principle 8

The classroom would show evidence of self-management of
learning.

Principle 9

The classroom would show evidence of learning as
apprenticeship.

(School Improvement Plan, Rodriguez School, 1999; adapted from Institute for
Learning, University of Pittsburgh, 1999)
All teachers had received a school improvement plan describing the nine
principles and noting teaching practices that demonstrated each principle. As the
partnership commenced, Mr. Ortiz had focused teachers' attention on the first two
principles. In addition, an accompanying document defined and described expected
teaching practices in reading and writing. Included in these practices was assessment,
defined as "multiple sources of data are used for instructional decision-making"
(Expected Teaching Practices '99-'00). Benchmark assessments, portfolios, journals,
and running records would show evidence of such assessment practice.
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Finally, teachers received an outline of a short-term plan to improve [state test]
scores at Rodriguez School. This plan mandated that teachers, on a daily basis, provide
students with a read aloud, problem-solving activity, and mathematics question, the
solution for which to be explained in math journals. In addition, the short-term plan
stated that a letter would be sent to parents explaining the high level stakes of the testing
and requesting their support for homework and regular reading at home. Finally, the
plan included professional development around sample test questions and developing
teacher language to encourage higher-order thinking skills in children.
The documents described demonstrate that a clear vision was articulated at
Rodriguez School. Mr. Ortiz's conversations with us and with teachers showed his
commitment to enacting this vision. During our relationship with him, his zeal remained
steadfast.

Focus on Student Learning
The Principles of Learning (Table 1), the new curricula aligned with standards,
and the need to pay attention to student outcomes on the state-mandated testing
combined to increase the focus on student learning. About the latter, Mary, a first grade
teacher, said to me, "I think the push [from the state-mandated testing] has been helpful.
It's made us look at what we're doing and try to do it better" (Fieldnotes, 12/9/99).
Active in anti-test meetings outside the building, she stated: "none of us will be anti[state test] proponents in this building, because it has improved teaching and learning in
this building" (Fieldnotes, 11/23/99).

Attention to ongoing, though not necessarily

authentic, assessment of student learning had increased. All teachers used the
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Developmental Reading Assessment to monitor students' reading levels and reported
students' levels to Mr. Ortiz at two different times during the year. Teachers received
professional development on creating and using rubrics. At each grade level, teachers
developed rubrics for students' writing and were required to post these in their
classrooms in order to encourage students' self-assessment.

Deprivatized Practice
Teaching practices at Rodriguez were, as a result of the building's design,
relatively public. Teachers within a pod knew how and what each other taught. Other
teachers and visitors to the building walking down the hall were privileged to hear and
see teachers' practices. In the past year, school and district level administrators and
curriculum specialists had begun to conduct "walk-throughs" or observational tours
through the school looking for evidence of specific innovations based on the principles
of learning.

Collaboration and Reflective Dialogue
Collaboration and reflective dialogue were being fostered by the creation of
student achievement teams, also known as service teams. Teachers, paraprofessionals,
specialists, and guidance counselors working in or with each pod comprised a team.
The purpose of the service teams was to discuss the learning needs of specific students
and plan for needed educational services. Though occasionally I heard teachers express
skepticism about the effectiveness of the teams because of the lack of follow-through
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that occurred, the service teams were an attempt to encourage collaboration and
reflective dialogue about children and their learning.
Mr. Ortiz encouraged collaboration and reflective dialogue. His willingness to
enter into partnership with the university and his presence in the focus group reflect his
trust in a collaborative paragon of leadership. Teachers described Mr. Ortiz's leadership
style as collaborative and supportive. He was well-liked and trusted by the faculty. In
fact, the only complaint I heard occasionally was that he was not authoritative enough.
In the dialogue group and in personal conversations with him, Elyse and I perceived
him as preeminently respectful of the faculty and encouraging of faculty to assume
increased leadership in the school. The following statement reflects the esteem in
which he held at least some faculty members. In the first focus group meeting, he said,
"We have teachers who are ready to be researchers" (Fieldnotes, 2/8/00).
Thus, the partnership began at a time when the elements of a professional
community had been birthed at Rodriguez and, though still in the wobbly toddler stage,
the elements were being taken up by teachers with increasing trust and autonomy. Mr.
Ortiz described the progress he felt he had made in the following statement, "Over the
last three or four years, we have achieved compliance [in relation to more effective
teaching methods]. Now we are working toward commitment." (Fieldnotes, 10/28/99).
Within this context of restructuring and growing professionalism, the partnership began.
By suggesting that dialogue within a focus group be central to the partnership, Elyse
and I hoped the partnership would increase reflection and teachers’ sense of
%

professionalism and support the school's focus on improving teaching and learning.
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Prior Study
My initial ethnographic study (1999-2000), conducted in a first grade classroom
at Rodriguez, explored the possibilities and challenges when a university-based teacher
educator seeks to engage with a classroom teacher in genuine dialogue about practice
and issues pertaining to equity and diversity in the classroom. Through analysis of
specific dialogue events, the study showed how our situated identities and the
discourses that our positions encouraged us to take up created obstacles to genuine
dialogue. The hierarchical ideology embedded in school-university relationships and
epistemologies caused us to enact a dance around the issues of power and authority that
emerged as we sought to engage in genuine dialogue about practice (Rosenberger,
2000).
The study suggested two paradigms for dialogue, namely, mutual consultation,
in which relational equality emerges; and the metaphorical paradigm suggested by the
first-grade teacher, of playing basketball with ideas. Mary, the first grade teacher,
described the latter as "evok[ing] a willingness to engage in the game, to admit
mistakes, to confront fairness, and to risk a long shot as well as close contact with other
players" (Rosenberger, 2000, p. 47).
While the study did not prescribe how to conduct dialogue across the relational
issues in school-university partnerships, it did draw attention to aspects of the dialogic
process important to consider. In the paper's conclusion, I suggested that future
dialogue would benefit from mindfulness about 1) issues of power and authority; 2) the
%

discourses of stakeholders; 3) how people are positioned in discourses and in the
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dialogic process; and 4) how deconstructing discourses might foster critical partnerships
(Rosenberger, 2000, pp. 44-47). I carried these ideas with me into this study.
As an actual partnership materialized between the university where I taught and
the school in which I had conducted the initial study, I encouraged the creation of a
context for a multi-voiced dialogue, distinguished from the one-on-one dialogue in the
initial study. I hypothesized that a multi-voiced dialogue process would position
individuals differently, possibly creating a less threatening context for individuals.
In 2001,1 co-authored a paper with Jane Kelley-Pierce that emerged from the
individual studies each of us had conducted of dialogue events between a university
teacher educator and a classroom teacher (Kelley-Pierce & Rosenberger, 2001).
Beginning with the findings from our individual studies, this paper explored, in a
preliminary manner, the dialogue in the focus group central to this proposal. Seeking to
answer the question, "What happens when school and university educators form a focus
group to discuss issues of teaching and learning?" we concluded that multi-voiced
dialogue, distinguished from one-on-one dialogue, creates a "third space" or hybrid
vocalizations that offer different perspectives without participants feeling personally
challenged. The paper demonstrated how multiple voices in a dialogue group
encouraged the building of critical consciousness among participants and a cycle of
reflection and action.
This dissertation, then, draws on the findings in the two previous papers I have
described (Rosenberger, 2000; Kelley-Pierce & Rosenberger, 2001) and extends the
%
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examination of the process of dialogue in the same multi-voiced focus group explored
in an elementary way in Kelley-Pierce & Rosenberger, 2001.

50

The School-University Teacher Education Partnership
In the midst of the initial study (1999-2000), the school of education where I
teach and the Roberto Rodriguez Elementary School entered into a five-year partnership
as part of a state coalition supported by Title II partnership funds. The coalition's broad
goal to advance teacher quality and student achievement reflected the widely-accepted
connection between the professional development of teachers and the outcomes of
student learning that was set forth by the commissioned reports in the 1980s and 1990s.
In addition, the coalition's goals took seriously the critiques, written in the late 1990s, of
the recent, reform-based teacher education partnerships, that is, that the partnerships
failed to address issues of equity and justice and to invite participation of multiple
stakeholders. The following six goals guided this statewide initiative to enhance
teachers' preparation for teaching in urban public schools:
1. To increase the participation of arts and sciences faculty in teacher education
to ensure that future urban teachers have deep understandings of content
knowledge;
2. To expand the school and community based nature of teacher education so
that future teachers are demonstrably able to teach effectively in urban
schools;
3. To organize broad-based "communities of inquiry and practice" among
school, university, business, and community stakeholders to inform our
enhancement of teacher preparation;
4. To improve instruction in literacy across the content areas both in teacher
preparation programs and in our partnering public schools;
5. To recruit diverse teachers reflective of urban populations into the teaching
force;
6. To conduct research and inform public policy on issues of teacher quality.
(Coalition pamphlet)

Elyse, my colleague and a principal investigator of the grant, and I met with
the principal of the school, Mr. Ortiz, on two occasions, October 28, 1999 and January
24, 2000 to discuss the notion and goals of the partnership. At these meetings, Mr.
Ortiz described the evolution of the school under his leadership as well as his current
vision. At the October 28, 1999 meeting, Mr. Ortiz explained, "Rodriguez is a school
that is in the midst of changing practice; it is not already changed. We can't afford to
get involved in anything [such as a school-university partnership] that doesn't impact
student learning and teaching effectiveness" (Fieldnotes, 10/28/99). In the subsequent
meeting on January 24, 2000, he stated, "We've gotten to this level [of changing
practice or compliance], and now we've plateaued. I'm wondering how we move to the
next level" (Fieldnotes, 1/24/00). This next level he characterized as commitment.
These statements demonstrate both his commitment to guarding the school's goals and
his openness to collaborating in order to achieve them.
As a result of my initial study and review of the partnership literature, I
proposed to Elyse and Mr. Ortiz that we create a forum for dialogue as a way to begin
the partnership. Understanding the desire to establish trust and deeper levels of
understanding about the issues of teaching and learning at Rodriguez, they concurred.
That semester, three teachers in first, second, and third grade were serving as mentor
teachers for interns from two of the university's teacher education programs. As mentor
teachers, these teachers were already collaborating with the university. Having student
teachers meant they also had coverage for their classrooms. It made sense to invite
them to be part of the dialogue group. In addition to these teachers, Mr Ortiz suggested
several other teachers whom he thought would be interested in working with the

52

partnership: one directed the two-way bilingual program, another served as reading
specialist, and yet another was a new first-year kindergarten teacher whom Mr. Ortiz
considered particularly reflective. Graciously offering his office as a place to hold the
meetings, and yet conscious of the demands on his time, Mr. Ortiz warned us that he
might not always be present, or even if he were, he might, at times, be doing other work
simultaneously. In addition, the three assistant principals were invited though only one
was able to participate because of other responsibilities. The initial composition of the
focus group was thus four classroom teachers, two resource teachers, the principal, an
assistant principal, and two university educators, or eight school participants and two
university participants.
Beginning February 8, 2000, we met every other week that spring for
approximately an hour and a half during the middle of the school day. Often teachers
brought their lunch. With the exception of one participant, the group continued to meet
the following academic year, 2000-2001. As additional teachers became mentors for
our pre-service students, they became participants in the focus group. That year the
group included a kindergarten teacher, a third grade teacher, two fourth grade teachers,
the director of the bilingual program, the reading specialist, the principal, a new
assistant principal (formerly the participating first grade teacher), three parents, Elyse,
and myself. During the summer of 2001, Mr. Ortiz, the principal, resigned, and a new
principal, Mr. Stephanos, was appointed. The participating kindergarten teacher moved
out of state, and two fifth grade teachers, interested in the partnership, joined the other
participants.
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For the first year and a half of the study, which coincided with the beginning of
the partnership, the focus group met on a regular basis, approximately every other week.
During the 2001-2002 academic year, meetings of the focus group occurred more
sporadically and finally ceased. The study extends over a two-year period from
February, 2000 to February, 2002.

Data-Gathering Procedures
Before discussing the data-gathering procedures for the present study, I cannot
ignore the emic perspective I gained as a participant observer and interviewer during
my initial study (Rosenberger, 2000) or the relationships of trust I built with the first
grade teacher, Mary, and the principal, Mr. Ortiz. My presence several times a week in
the school, my informal interactions with teachers, and the intentional time I spent as a
participant observer in the first grade classroom laid a foundation of trust for the
ensuing partnership and dialogue events that comprise the present study. It also
provided me with a partial insider or emic perspective. I consider it a limited emic
perspective because I was primarily in one classroom, and though my presence in the
building allowed me to be a participant observer of the school in general, and to talk
informally with many of the teachers, I did not attain a full emic perspective.
Therefore, I begin by briefly describing the data gathering procedures used in the initial
study.
After a morning of participant observation in Mary's first grade classroom, I
%
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often sat with Mary and her intem(s) as they talked about particular children, reflected
on classroom events and their assessment of children's learning, and discussed plans for
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the afternoon or next day. Occasionally, Mary and I met for an hour before school.
These conversations were informal and open-ended, often beginning with Mary talking
about what was foremost on her mind. Periodically, I would assume a position of
interviewer by asking specific questions about practices or particular children that I
wanted Mary to talk about, but, primarily, I consciously positioned myself as a listener
and a learner. I taped the conversations and interviews and transcribed them in full
shortly thereafter. These observations and interviews yielded data for building a
primary record (Carspecken, 1998).
As I read and reread my fieldnotes and transcripts, I engaged in initial
reconstructive analysis. Carspecken states, "Initial meaning reconstruction will, for the
most part, take place mentally... .readings [of fieldnotes] will begin to suggest patterns
as well as highlight unusual events that may be important to your analysis" (p. 95). As
Carspecken explains, it is a stage of articulating unarticulated meanings and cultural
themes by taking various perspectives, uncovering normative-evaluative claims, and
recognizing power relations in interactions. I began to glimpse the opposing discourses
we were sometimes drawing on and began to build a story of how our positions and
experiences caused us to highlight different discourses.
After building a primary record and doing initial reconstructive analysis, I
engaged in dialogical data generation with Mary by inviting co-analysis of a portion of
a transcript from a previous conversation. This led to the suggestion of new paradigms
for dialogue mentioned earlier.
The findings from this earlier study informed my understanding of the culture of
this particular school and of the relational challenges and possibilities between
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university-based and public school-based educators. I brought these understandings to
the present study.
The dissertation study focuses on dialogue events that occurred in naturalistic
settings between February, 2000 and February, 2002. During this time period, with the
exception of the last four months, the aforementioned focus group met approximately
every two weeks. The dialogue that occurred in this setting is the primary source of
data. The dialogue in the focus group was composed of cycles of reflection and action
{praxis). These cycles of reflection and action that constituted the dialogue serve as the

primary record.
After gaining permission from each individual in the group, I audiotaped each of
the focus group sessions in order to listen to the replay of each session multiple times. I
often listened to them on my car radio as I commuted from home to work. I transcribed
significant portions of these tapes as a written log of dialogue in the focus group. In
addition, I recorded field notes during and after each session. I also recorded field notes
during pre- and post focus group conversations with my colleague, Elyse.
At the end of the school years 2000 and 2001,1 interviewed participants of the
focus group for the purpose of eliciting the meaning of the partnership and the dialogue
events for them. The interviews provided a window onto the participants' perspectives
of the dialogue process and the partnership itself. I audiotaped, listened to, and
transcribed these interviews.
Other events, such as parent evenings, in which it was not feasible or
appropriate to audiotape, I recorded fieldnotes both during and after the event.
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Periodically I wrote analytic memos, that is, conversations with myself, to clarify
tentative meanings and create direction in the research process (Ely, et al., 1991).
The entire body of transcriptions, field notes, and analytic memos form a log
that is, "a repository of all the data that have been gathered" or "cohesive history" (Ely,
et al., p. 69). The multiple sources of data provide triangulation of data as does the
gathering of multiple perspectives through the interviewing of participants.
The transcriptions and fieldnotes were organized sequentially in large
notebooks. Disks and tapes were filed separately to ensure safety of the data.

Data Analysis Procedures
Analysis is both a systematic and creative process that illuminates and
problematizes what is otherwise hidden and unexamined. My analysis assumed the
phases of the analytic process outlined by Rossman and Rallis (1998): organizing,
familiarizing, generating categories, coding, and searching for alternate explanations (p.
176) as well as the phases of creativity: "immersion, incubation, insight, and
interpretation" (p. 188). It was always a reiterative and reflexive process.
There were three phases of analysis in order to answer the questions posed.
1) The first phase consisted of reading and rereading the log for the purpose of
recognizing the kinds of dialogue and the cultural themes that were
emerging from the data. These categories were used for coding the data.
2) After coding of the data, I selected specific portions of dialogue as critical
episodes when new insights, confusions, or perplexities were apparent.

I

analyzed these portions of dialogue using an adaptation of the instrument for
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discourse analysis created by Willett, Solsken, and Wilson-Keenan (1999).
This portion of the analysis uncovered how participants positioned self and
others in the dialogue group and how breadth of participation influenced
dialogue across differences. In addition, using micro-analysis, I identified
the societal discourses which saturated participants' perspectives.
3) As a final phase of analysis, I examined how the societal discourses
interacted with one another and the extent to which they limited or expanded
the understanding and agency in the focus group. This analysis occurred
through a study of the discourses drawn on and an examination of how
discourses at the macro level saturate institutional and personal practices and
thinking, and consequently shape praxis.
My analysis is synergistic, drawing on ideas from several models of analysis. I
was influenced by Carspecken’s model of critical ethnographic analysis during my
initial study and structured analysis around building a primary record, doing initial
reconstructive analysis, and gathering dialogical data. In Carspecken’s discussion of
initial reconstructive analysis, he employs horizon analysis which is an uncovering of
inferred meaning fields that underlie interactions. Horizon analysis assumes that
interactions are composed of layers of meaning and claims which, tacitly foregrounded
and backgrounded, are presented holistically in conversation. Horizon analysis is a
process of clarifying the cultural themes that underlie interactions.
Acquainted with discourse analysis in linguistics and the postmodern notion of
%
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discourses, I recognized a likeness between Carspecken’s notion of cultural themes that
exist at the macro level and the notion of societal discourses. I have chosen to use the
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concept of societal discourses for my analysis both because of the prevailing use of this
concept in postmodern theory (Fairclough, 1989; Foucault, 1972, Gee, 1999; Lemke,
1995) and because I find it a compelling tool for illuminating our understanding of
dialogue.
The postmodern notion of discourses is that societal discourses - ways of
thinking and being that seem natural and are thus taken for granted - inform language
and actions. Postmodern theory suggests that discourses inform the meaning-fields of
each person and shape people's linguistic and non-linguistic actions. That is, discourses
are drawn upon in creating actions and meanings and are created and taken up as tacitly
shared ways of acting and interpreting events.
I draw on the model of micro-analysis of language used by Willett, Solsken, and
Wilson-Keenan (1999). I have, however, adapted their instrument in order to create
categories of analysis particularly meaningful to my study. The microanalysis
instrument I created, based on the aforementioned instrument, contains six categories:
person speaking; function or purpose of the phrase; topic being addressed; social
identity or attribute of speaker; discourse or ideology informing the spoken words; and
the relationship between speaker and content (See Appendix A).
The tools described above, microanalysis and the theoretical notion of
discourses, served as different lenses through which to "lift an element out from the
whole to inspect it more closely" (Ely, et al., 1997, p. 161). Margot Ely and colleagues
(1997) speak of zoom and wide-angle lenses. Microanalysis of selected interactions,
provided a zoom lens, allowing me to uncover how speech acts construct self and others
and are shaped by multiple discourses. The theoretical notion of discourses as well as
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the concepts of "third space," dialogue, parity, and carnival, discussed in Chapter 2,
provided a wide-angle lens through which to interpret how dialogue in the focus group
was constructed and functioned.

Trustworthiness
The trustworthiness of an ethnographic study is a concern. As the researcher is
her own tool, she must be constantly thoughtful about the personal and theoretical
lenses through which she observes and analyzes. It was important, therefore, before and
during the research process, to be increasingly aware of my own biases through
introspection and writing. My identities and the communities of which I am a part
cause me to take up certain discourses. Identifying these discourses and the ideologies
embedded in them was important to recognizing my own subjectivity, assumptions, and
biases as a researcher. Producing trustworthy research requires being equally alert to
one's self and to what one is trying to understand and to the relationship between the
two (Rossman & Rallis, 1998).

Ethical Considerations
This dissertation involved ethical considerations in relation to the participants. I
trust that I have not exploited or harmed participants in any way but rather have
respected and honored their words. Participants signed letters of informed consent that
clearly expressed my intent and assured confidentiality. In writing the report I protected
the privacy of the setting and participants' names and identities by using pseudonyms.
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In addition, I have sought to be attentive to and act ethically in relation to any conflicts
of interest that might arise from my dual roles as researcher and participant.

Limitations of Study
Although I considered carefully each aspect of the research in order to ensure
the study's quality and trustworthiness, there are certain limitations to this study that
must be acknowledged:
1. The design, methodology, and theoretical lenses used in this study are limited to
exploring the identified questions, and therefore may prevent the researcher from
identifying other factors or making other interpretations of the data.
2. The study is limited to a specific partnership. Beyond the particularity, specific
people enact the partnership and its events. Therefore, the findings are not
generalizable. They only offer conceptual and theoretical understandings that will
hopefully provide insights for other partnerships.
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CHAPTER 4

PLACE OF DIALOGUE AND PARTICIPANTS' CONSTRUCTION
OF SELF AND OTHERS WITHIN "THIRD SPACE"

Introduction
In this chapter, I examine the place of dialogue in the Rodriguez-Graham
School-University Partnership and look at how participants constructed self and others
in the dialogue process. I will use the elements of carnival (Sidorkin, 1999) and parity
(Su, 1997) the latter being commensurate with the notion that "no one voice seeks
cultural supremacy or sovereignty" (Bhabha, 1996) to explore the dialogue process in
the focus group. My purpose is threefold: to build an understanding of the central role
that dialogue played in the partnership; to show how dialogue evolved as praxis; and to
explicate how participants constructed self and others in ways that encouraged or
detracted from the dialogue process. By sharing how participants position themselves
and others, I will demonstrate that establishing parity among participating groups and
individuals contributes to the dialogue process in contrast to assuming cultural
supremacy that, in this study, is shown to impede the dialogue.
"Third space" serves as both a metaphor for the dialogue process and as a
theoretical construct that illuminates how the focus group functioned as a dialogical
entity. The notion in "third space" that "no one voice seeks cultural supremacy or
sovereignty" is central to the analysis in this chapter. Other elements of "third space,"
namely, hybridity and agency, will be illustrated in greater depth in Chapter 5.
I begin by discussing the centrality of dialogue to the partnership and by
showing how dialogue consisted of both reflection and action. I then show how the
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physicality of the space and time provided a sense of carnival, an element, suggested by
Sidorkin (1999), that enhances the possibility of dialogue by creating a time apart from
normal routine. A discussion of "third space" and the way in which participants enact
societal discourses follows and is illustrated in Figure 1. In the final section of the
chapter, I examine how participants' identities and positions were constructed. This
section is divided into four subsections: three of the sections examine how particular
participant groups positioned themselves and others in the focus group; the fourth is an
analysis of the resistance to widening participation. The chapter provides background
for the analysis of multiple perspectives around particular themes in Chapter 5.

Centrality of Dialogue in the Partnership
I'd like to suggest that we create a discussion group in which we talk about
our different ways of seeing the problems of educating children from lowincome families in urban settings. Dialogue in a focus group is similar to
dialogue in a marriage - conversation that is vital for generating
understanding and new problem-solving strategies. (University-based
teacher educator, 2/5/00)
The creation of a focus group of teachers, administrators, and university teacher
educators marked the beginning of the Rodriguez School-Graham University
partnership in January 2000. Believing that dialogue within a context of collaboration
was an elemental factor in building school-university partnerships (Johnston, et al.,
2000; Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Teitel, 1996), Elyse and I, university-based teacher
educators, suggested to Mr. Ortiz, the principal of Rodriguez Magnet School, that we
create a focus group including teachers, administrators, parents, community members,
and university teacher educators for the purpose of discussing issues of teaching and
learning at Rodriguez.

The goal was to create a forum in which participants might
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share perceptions and learn from each other. We hoped that dialogue would increase
the critical consciousness of all participants and contribute to transformations in both
school and teacher education practices that reflected an expanded awareness of the
issues at a low-achieving school in a low-income, urban setting.
It appeared the opportunity to enter into a school-university partnership came at
an auspicious time in the school's reform efforts as discussed in Chapter 3. Mr. Ortiz, in
an initial conversation with Elyse and me, said, "We've gotten to this level [of changing
practice], and now we've plateaued. I'm wondering how we move to the next level"
(Fieldnotes, 1/24/00). The guiding principle that Mr. Ortiz placed at the forefront of our
conversations was, "We [the school] can't afford to get involved in anything that doesn't
impact student learning and teaching effectiveness" (Fieldnotes, 1/24/00). Mr. Ortiz’s
leadership style was much like the jazz musician who "listenfs] carefully to all the
players... [is] able to improvise and experiment with new ideas and ways of doing
things.. .at the same time,.. .keepfing] the guiding principles of the work firmly in mind"
(Trachtman & Levine, 1997, p. 82).

Complementing Mr. Ortiz's objective to effect

student learning and teacher effectiveness was the partnership's commitment "to
improving the preservice education of teachers and student achievement in urban
schools" (Coalition pamphlet, 1999).
At the initial meeting of the focus group, I opened with remarks that included
the following sentiments that I had written in my fieldnotes:
I'm struck by what an opportunity we have to learn from each other. But
to have that happen, we need to have real, genuine dialogue - where we
talk honestly and frankly about how we see things. Unless we are able to
do that, the conversations miss the mark and never get deeper than the
superficial patting each other on the back.
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Recent literature is beginning to show us that partnerships between
schools and universities easily run into difficulties. One of the primary
obstacles to making partnerships work is that we are coming from
different places. Your work is embedded in the real life of schools, and
our work is situated in a world of what we like to think are good ideas and
theories. So we can have quite different beliefs about what to do in a
situation and different ways of talking and thinking about the problems.
What I hope is that we can lay a foundation of trust so as to be able to
engage in genuine dialogue about the issues and complexities of creating
practices that work for children at Rodriguez, because no one of us has the
answers. If we can create a partnership in which we all struggle together teachers, parents, university educators, and student teachers - to try to do a
more effective job, then we're creating a dynamic situation for helping all
of us develop and grow... .We need to think about what real dialogue
would look and sound like. As a beginning, I suggest we have to really
listen to each other. Without listening to each other and having frank
conversations, the partnership is not going to make a difference.
(Fieldnotes, 2/05/00)
My opening remarks were a call for dialogue that sought to uncover the multiple
issues that complicated teaching and learning in this setting. At the time, I thought of
dialogue as conversation (reflection) marked by parity and civility, purposeful inquiry,
and a polyphony of different views leading to learning and insights greater than any one
view offered (Burbules & Rice, 1991; Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Senge, 1990;
Sidorkin, 1999). Only later would I understand dialogue as both reflection and action
each of which inform the other (Freire, 1970/1997). My remarks affirmed that
participants might hold contrasting beliefs. By emphasizing the importance of
dialoguing across differences, I was framing multiple perspectives and potential tension
as valuable (Burbules & Rice, 1991). In addition, I noted "communicative virtues" that
make dialogue possible, namely, that people must be willing to listen and hear one
another and "to express one's self honestly and sincerely" (Burbules & Rice, 1999).
The literature shows that it is often uncomfortable for teachers to express differing
points of view with colleagues. Remaining silent rather than questioning and
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challenging a peer's viewpoint is common behavior for teachers (Sarason, 1971; Troen
& Boles, 1994). Therefore, it seemed important to express, early in the process, the
expectation that participants would share and value differences in perspective.
Thus, it was that from January 2000 through June 2001, dialogue was the
heartbeat of the Rodriguez School-Graham University partnership. Table 2 provides an
overall view of meeting dates, participants who attended, topics discussed, and action
taken up.
In sum. Table 2 demonstrates that dialogue provided the context, energy, and
direction for the ongoing evolution of the partnership. In addition, the table illustrates
that dialogue was not solely conversation or reflection, but rather composed of ongoing
cycles of reflection and action. Dialogue as reflection and action is the subject of the
following section.

Dialogue as Praxis
Analysis of the information in the table above reveals reflection leading to action
followed by more reflection, each phase informing the next. Paulo Freire (1970/1997) uses the
term praxis to refer to cycles of reflection and action with the potential to transform
consciousness. In this case, early identification and discussion of school-home communication
as an issue at the school prompted the group to implement the publication of a weekly
newsletter in English and Spanish highlighting an activity or topic from each classroom.
Implementing the newsletter led to reflection about how to involve parents in its
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Table 2
Overview of Focus Group Meetings
Meeting dates

Participants

Topics discussed
(Reflection)

Action

February 6, 2000

2 teacher, 2 teachers
educators, principal,
assistant principal

Scheduled next meeting
of focus group

February 16, 2000

4 teachers, 1 teacher
educator, assistant
principal

March 1, 2000

4 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, assistant
principal

March 8, 2000

3 teachers, teacher
educator, principal,
assistant principal

March 22, 2000

2 teachers, teacher
educator

April 5, 2000

4 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, assistant
principal, principal

Coalition objectives,
groundwork for dialogue,
creation of focus group,
change efforts at Rodriguez
Parent Nights, teachers'
cultural sensitivity,
involvement of arts and
science faculty* increasing
number of mentor teachers,
support for first year
teachers, representation in
focus group
Parent Night; dialogue
process, issue of teachers'
time, internal school
communication, homeschool communication;
newsletter to families;
making the school
welcoming to families;
assumptions about parents
Community building,
greeters, posting map of
building, community
bulletin board; cultural
differences in relation to
school; assumptions about
parents
Meeting scheduled but not
held because of low
attendance
State-mandated assessment
testing; Literacy Night; on¬
site literacy pedagogy
course for teachers, building
cultural awareness; building
larger cadre of mentor
teachers

Scheduled next 4
meeting times

Talk with Mr. Ortiz
about beginning a
bilingual school
newsletter to families;
Check with teachers
who are planning
Literacy and Math
Nights

Publication of
newsletter begins
Meeting of teachers
interested in literacy
pedagogy course
Presentation of
partnership activity to
school faculty
facilitators

Continued, next page.
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Table 2, continued:
Meeting dates

Participants

Topics discussed
(Reflection)

Action

April 26, 2000

4 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, assistant
principal

School-parent
communication; class
differences; library for
teachers

Search for parents to
copy newsletter

May 10, 2000

3 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, principal

May 24, 2000

4 teachers, teacher
educator, assistant
principal,
Elyse and Cynthia met
with Mr. Ortiz
6 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, principal

Big ideas in teacher
education; big ideas in the
school; discipline
policy/committee; teacher
expectations; parent
education
Parent welcomers,
brochure about appropriate
parent involvement
Vision for partnership

Sept 13 & 25, 2000
Oct 18, 2000

Nov 1, 2000

Expanding partnership to
include community; vision
for partnership; meaning
of test scores; literacy;
classroom management;
lack of community among
faculty; site-based
facilitator, parent
involvement
Advertising & organizing
Let's Eat! Let's Talk
evening
Reflection on Let's Eat!
Let's Talk evening
Planning 2nd Let's Eat!
Let's Talk! evening;
Cynthia's visit in
neighborhood with NEON
worker; Expectations and
planning for interns; Antiracism

4 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, assistant
principal, principal

Nov 15, 2000

Principal, 2 teacher
educators, 5 teachers

Nov 29, 2000

6 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, principal
4 teachers, teacher
educator, assistant
principal, principal

Jan 17, 2001

Parent involvement,
literacy course; Literacy
Night; vision for
partnership

%

Bilingual parents
identified
Maritza will train them

Talk with North End
Outreach Network
Parents act as greeters
Invite parents to
participate in focus
group
Date set for Grades K-2
Let's Eat! Let's Talk!
family evening
Mr. Ortiz creates flyer to
advertise parent evening

Bulletin boards for
hallways will be put up;
Grades 3-5 Let's Eat!
Let's Talk, family
evening;
Neighborhood visit
planned for interns;
Invite 3 parents to next
meeting;
Tour of building for
interns

Continued, next page.
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Table 2, continued:
Meeting dates

Participants

Topics discussed
(Reflection)

Action

Jan 31, 2001

3 parents, 6 teachers, 2
teacher educators, assistant
principal, principal,

Work on creating
homework guidelines

Feb 14, 2001

4 teachers, 2 teacher
educators,

Feb 28, 2001

6 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, assistant
principal

Mar 8, 2001

4 teachers, 1 parent,
teacher educator, assistant
principal, principal

Mar 14, 2001

6 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, principal

Purpose of dialogue
group;
Reflection on Let's Eat!
Let's Talk! evening;
Homework
Parental support
Class bias;
Classroom supplies;
Assumptions about
parents
Assumptions about
parents;
Inequal conditions of
schooling
Types of homework;
teaching homework;
planning of family
events for following
year
Proposed 2001-2 Parent
Nights; brainstorming
what teachers/parents
can do to support
homework

Mar 28, 2001

7 teachers, 2 teacher
educators, NEON director
& outreach worker, 3
parents, principal

Apr 4, 2001

3 teachers, teacher
educator

May 9, 2001

5 teachers, 3 parents, 2
teacher educators, assistant
principal, principal

May 15, 2001

4 teachers, teacher
educator, assistant
principal, teacher educator

Neon's work;
School-community
relationships.
Home visits;
Cultural values
Professional library for
teachers; grant
resources; homework;
population at Rodriguez
Reaction to discussion
with NEON
participants;
2001-2 Family events;
parent volunteer
coordinators;
ombudsperson; efforts
to involve parents
Homework; summer
reading lists; parent
space

Literacy Pedagogy
course begins on-site

Survey of teachers'
homework policies

Begin to plan for next
year's parents' nights;
survey teachers about
homework policy
Formulate text for
homework brochure;
Invite director of NEON
(community agency) to
next meeting; teacher
educator attends sitebased council

Purchase cabinet for
professional library

Guidelines for parent
coordinators;
Guidelines for parents
visiting classrooms;
Discussion with parents
& interns
Planning for Homework
Evening (September)

Continued, next page.
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Table 2, continued:
Meeting dates

Participants

Topics discussed
(Reflection)

Action

May 24, 2001

Teacher, 2 parents, teacher
educator

Parent involvement

June 5, 2001

Teacher, parent, teacher
educator.

Classroom parent
volunteers' role;
schedule for parents'
visiting classrooms

Planning for fall open
house: parent night
schedule, school
directory
Guidelines for
classroom parent
volunteer and for
parents' observing
child's classroom

September 26, 2001

Scheduled but school
participants were not
notified
3 teachers, 2 teacher
educators
7 teachers, assistant
principal, 2 teacher
educators

October 30, 2001
November 14, 2001

November 28, 2001

3 teachers, assistant
principal, 2 teacher
educators

Januaiy, 9, 2002

5 teachers, teacher
educator, assistant
principal

February 27, 2002

3 teachers, 2 teacher
educators

Lack of leadership; low
morale of teachers
Lack of direction; new
administration; planned
initiatives; connecting
with new principal
Feeling "stuck;"
different style of
principal; finding way to
work with principal
Teachers' confusion
about school's direction;
lack of collegiality and
respect for teachers;
how can partnership
effect school climate,
act as intermediary?
Brainstorming around
future of partnership and
getting principal on
board; upcoming PTO
meeting; campus visit
for 5th graders

Observation: school
participants "look glum"

Social studies pedagogy
course begins on-site

Cynthia will attend PTO
meeting Saturday; lunch
meeting with parents
and interns; campus visit
for 5th graders
3 teachers, 3 teacher
educators, and other
university faculty bring
5th graders to visit the
university campus

May, 2002

publication. Concern with children's achievement in reading and teachers' literacy
%

practices led to an on-site literacy pedagogy course that Elyse taught. The course
focused on increasing students' text-to-self connections and thus honored children's
lived experience and prior knowledge (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997). Reflection on the
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lack of family involvement and input at the school inspired two Let's Eat! Let's Talk!
evenings that offered families opportunity to give feedback to the school. In response
to the feedback, focus group participants reflected on issues surrounding homework,
and shortly thereafter the group surveyed teachers about their homework policies,
discussed ways to support students' homework, and planned a Homework Evening for
the beginning of the following year.
Freire further explains praxis as a process of co-investigators entering into
dialogue to name and identify themes, critically reflecting on these themes, and then
taking action based on reflection (Freire, 1970/1997). The process of dialogue began
with investigative questions that were followed by problem posing. The initial question
that Elyse and I asked, “What do you think teachers need to know to teach in an urban
school serving a low-income population?” prompted school participants to talk about
the cultural insensitivity they witnessed in the building, specifically, the signs on
hallway doors requesting that parents not accompany their children to their classroom at
the beginning of the school day, as well as some teachers' insisting that children make
eye contact while being reprimanded. Teacher participants of Puerto Rican and
Mexican heritage argued that each of these practices contrasted with Latino family
customs and thus were culturally insensitive. In addition, to naming practices that were
culturally insensitive to children and families, teacher participants asserted there was
need for heightened respect among the faculty and staff. Teacher participant Maritza,
originally from Mexico, experienced discrimination first-hand at school and knew how
it felt to be marginalized. She commented in an interview, ''I wash myself in butter as I
drive to school, so comments just slide off” (Interview, 4/1/300).
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To a second question, “What are the pressing issues for teachers at Rodriguez?”
school participants quickly formed consensus that involvement of families in children's
education was a major concern. Thus these two themes, cultural insensitivity and
family involvement, became focal points for the groups' reflection. Considerably more
reflection and action, however, occurred around family involvement than around the
perceived cultural insensitivity of teachers. The latter issue remained more elusive
throughout the dialogue process.
My purpose here is not to examine how these themes developed in the dialogue
process but to recognize that these themes emerged early in the dialogue process and
that one was more comfortable to pursue than the other. Two explanations support the
group's focus on family involvement. One explanation is that participants found this
theme personally less threatening. Problematizing family involvement shifted the focus
onto others, at least initially, when the focus group was comprised of only school
personnel and university educators. Later, when three parents became participants,
they, as well as other participants, distinguished themselves from other parents.
Another explanation is that the theme of family involvement is part of the traditional
school discourse, representing a long-standing, middle class belief that family support
contributes to children's success in school. In contrast, problematizing the culturally
insensitive practices and interactions occurring in the school would require personal
introspection and sorting out the social relationships among school personnel.
Furthermore, although cultural sensitivity has increasingly become a theme in the
discourse of schooling (Heath, 1983; Valdes, 1996; Murrell, 2001), it generates
considerable resistance among the majority of teachers by bringing into question their
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own European-American, middle-class ways of speaking and acting which also shape
the mainstream discourses of schooling.
The teacher participants in the group expressed differing points of view about
the need for professional development that would address culturally sensitive practice
and behavior among the faculty. The two Latino teacher participants felt strongly about
increasing cultural sensitivity among the faculty and suggested that we draw on
professors at the university to facilitate professional development around cultural
sensitivity for faculty. One of the European-American teacher participants expressed
that, while she knew cultural sensitivity was important, she felt sufficiently aware of the
various cultural practices presented by the student and family community. She
perceived the lack of parental involvement in children's education as more troubling.
Discussion showed that finding time for professional development beyond that already
planned by the district presented a challenge. It is not possible to interpret from the data
whether lack of time and follow-through caused the focus group not to pursue cultural
sensitivity issues to the same extent that it pursued family involvement, or whether the
voices of Latino participants capitulated to a European-American voice which framed
parent involvement as a higher priority. I suggest that both interpretations - lack of time
and an opposing mainstream voice with its silent, yet salient power - worked together to
produce a stalemate in pursuing cultural sensitivity development for the school staff.
However, in planning actions around the theme of family involvement, participants did
show enhanced efforts to be culturally sensitive by creating events that included food
and childcare, thus acknowledging the Latino and African American cultural custom of
whole family participation (Espinosa, 1995; Valdes, 1996). Other action that resulted
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from reflection on the issue of cultural sensitivity involved opportunities for interns.
These opportunities for interns and the theme of family involvement will be taken up in
Chapter 5 when I analyze specific episodes in the dialogue process.
I turn next to a discussion of the time and location of the focus group meetings
and how the out-of-the-ordinary nature of the event contributed to the dialogue process.

Carnival Encounter: "I'm glad I'm here”
Sidorkin (1999) proposes that a sense of carnival "creates hospitable conditions"
for dialogical encounters. The focus group meetings occurred in a physical space that
was neither classroom, university, nor community, namely, the office of the principal.
Moving into that space and time, usually noon to half past one o'clock, marked a
separation from the normal routine of participants' days. As university educators, Elyse
and I traveled thirty-five minutes by car, leaving behind our university office and
classrooms. For us, the meetings were a time of immersing ourselves in a public
school, and we remarked frequently how rejuvenated we felt as we drove back to the
university after the meetings. Community participants (parents and agency workers)
interrupted their normal workday at home or office to participant in the group. Teacher
participants, though still in the same building, left their classrooms and entered a space
in which teachers were not accustomed to meeting. Several teachers appeared hesitant
as they entered the first meeting, wondering if they belonged at a meeting held in the
principal’s office. Their hesitancy quickly seemed to give way to a sense of
involvement however, and subsequent entrances were marked with smiles, greetings to
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others already present, and sometimes an expression of delight or sigh of relief. Lisa, a
teacher participant, upon entering a meeting, remarked:
I think I dealt with 14 fairly major issues this morning before I even had
my morning meeting. I just - (sighs and laughs) - I'm glad I'm here
because I sort of need to be away from there - so many things. (Focus
group, 11/1/00)
For teachers, in particular, it was a "time apart" from normal responsibilities.
This is not to say that this time apart always carried a sense of relief; often just as strong
was teachers' reluctance to give up instructional time. Teachers thought carefully about
the trade-off as we negotiated to find meeting times that served as many participants as
possible well in relation to teaching and learning time. Nevertheless, in an interview,
Lisa said, "It's nice to have a break from the classroom. I welcome adult interaction.
I'm talking with people I never would have talked with... The meetings put a little spark
in your own day... "(Interview, 11/7/00).
It appears that the focus group became "a break from the kingdom of necessity
into the kingdom of freedom" (Sidorkin, 1999, p. 136), differently defining time and
responsibility for participants. Maritza said, "Unless I purposely make the time [to see
people in other academies] there's no time. We have no time. We don't have the time to
talk to each other" (Interview, 4/13/00). Lisa summed up the sentiment of teacher
participants when she said, "It energizes you. You hear so much negative stuff out
there. It's good to see people get together" (Interview 11/7/00). Getting together and
having a context to talk with colleagues was a significant aspect for teacher participants.
Not only did focus group meetings provide a break from the classroom, but they also
gave participants opportunity to interact with people with whom they did not otherwise
converse.
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For Mr. Ortiz, the principal, the focus group was less a "time apart," though it
interrupted his work to some extent, and perhaps felt like an intrusion into his space.
But he was consistently gracious and warm, often offering to bring participants cups of
tea. His sense of humor, personable nature, and cordiality contributed to the ambiance
of the space and time and created hospitable conditions for dialogue.

“Third Space:” Metaphor for Focus Group Dialogue
... the hybrid is.. .the collision between different points of
view...pregnant with potential for new world views... (Bakhtin, 1981, p.
360)
“Third space” became a powerful metaphor for describing the dialogue occurring
in the focus group. Closely aligned with creating understanding across differences
(Burbules & Rice, 1991), “third space” is a theoretical construct used to explain
contexts in which multiple perspectives collide, creating hybridity or new
understanding. In welcoming parent participants to the group, I stated, "It's exactly
where we think differently that we probably have a chance to grow and create change"
(Focus group, 1/31/01). The hybrid, negotiated within a framework of parity and
unpredictability, results in new consciousness and gives rise to agency that is informed
by the hybrid (Bhabha, 1990, 1996; Bakhtin, 1981). Understanding of parent
involvement became more complicated as perspectives collided in the focus group, and
new agency was constructed from that understanding. Thus, in this study, “third space”
serves as both a metaphor and a lens for examining how dialogue in the focus group
*

functioned.
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Four aspects of the theory will be used for explication: 1) multiple voices
provide multiple perspectives 2) no one voice seeks "cultural supremacy or sovereignty"
(Bhabha (1996); 3) the collision of multiple voices creates hybridity or new
understanding; and 4) hybridity gives rise to actions reflecting the new consciousness.
In addition, these aspects of “third space” are saturated with unpredictability, for the
process is governed by the interaction of multiple voices rather than a hierarchical
ordering of participants' voices.
Finally, as I explained in Chapter 3, my interpretation combines the theory of
“third space” with the postmodern theory of discourses to show how "third space" is not
bounded, but rather permeated by societal discourses within which the participants think
and act. James Gee (1999) helps us think about the permeability of "third space" when
he writes:
.. .think about social and political issues as if it is not just us humans who
are talking and interacting with each other, but rather, the Discourses we
represent and enact, and for which we are "carriers." (p. 18)
In other words, we are spokespeople for the discourses that shape our minds. And at the
same time that we enact discourses, we are reshaping the same and other discourses
through our speaking and acting. In the case of "third space," multiple discourses
collide, negotiating and reshaping existing discourses and potentially creating new
discourses . Figure 1 illustrates the focus group as a "third space" filled with multiple
voices and permeated by and contributing to societal discourses.
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Figure 1. Dynamics of “Third Space”

This graphic representation of "third space" illustrates the multiple voices that
speak and act, each of which draws on the socio-political discourses that are available in
the world each inhabits. These multiple voices, enacting numerous and diverse
discourses, bring a variety of perspectives, creating a collision of viewpoints out of
which new understanding can emerge.

In turn, the new understandings reshape the

discourses that originally informed the dialogue. It is this multi-faceted interaction that
I intend to analyze in this and the succeeding chapter.
In the following section I begin this analysis by looking at how participants
constructed self and others and how participant groups attempted or did not attempt to
establish parity with other participants. Using the notion that no one voice in "third
space" seeks cultural supremacy or sovereignty, I analyze the efforts to construct parity
among participants in the focus group.
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Participants' Construct Self and Others in "Third Space”
Parity is defined as "the quality or state of being equal.. .in rank, nature, or
value" (Gove, et al., p. 1642) and is recognized in the literature as a significant aspect of
creating dialogue within school-university partnerships (Christiansen, et al., 1997;
Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Sidorkin, 1999; Su, 1999). In this study, parity is used to
refer to voices being of equal value in the dialogue process. Bhabha's notion that no
one voice seeks cultural supremacy or sovereignty is commensurate with parity; these
concepts will be used interchangeably as a standard for analyzing participation in the
focus group.
As the review of the literature in Chapter 2 showed, school-university
relationships are often strained because of the different perspectives, kinds of
knowledge, and sense of timing that school and university participants bring to a
partnership. These tensions challenge the establishing of parity (Castle, 1997; Cuban,
1990; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Huberman, 1990; Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Sirotnik
& Goodlad, 1988; Stoddart, 1995) and demand attention when educators from the two
settings interact. In contrast to the extensive consideration of relations between school
and university participants in the school-university partnership literature, discussion of
parent participation is scarce. With the exception of Peter Murrell's groundbreaking
work. The Community Teacher (2002), failure and frustration characterize the few
attempts to include parents in partnerships described in the literature (Bricher, et al.,
1997; Lancy, 1997). Likewise, the participation of community members in school*

university partnerships is practically non-existent in the literature I examined though
there are certainly school and community business partnerships. Thus, both the plethora
and absence of documentation about the relationships between and among the various
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participants confirm the need for examining how participation evolved in this particular
dialogue process.
In this section, I analyze three sets of participant relationships. I first examine
how the identities of school and university participants were constructed in the focus
group. Secondly, I discuss the incorporation of parent voices with school and university
voices in the dialogue process, and thirdly, I examine the interaction that occurred
between community participants and teachers in the focus group. In addition, I examine
the resistance to wider participation that occurred.

School and University Participants Construct Parity: "Let's learn together”
Spoken as we prepared for our second meeting, Elyse's words, "Let's learn
together,"(Conversation, 2/16/00) symbolized a stance Elyse and I shared. We believed
that
... we have things to bring that might broaden your [teachers']
perspective. You definitely have things that are going to broaden ours, and
together a new entity gets bom by virtue of our being in rich dialogue.
That is something we all own equally" (Elyse, 2/16/00).
Without realizing it, Elyse had articulated the "potential for new world views" that
emerges from the collision of viewpoints in a "third space" (Bakhtin, 1981).
Furthermore, she had affirmed the hybrid as belonging to all participants.
In the spirit of "let's learn together," Elyse and I presented ourselves as learners.
We had two reasons for doing this. First, we were conscious of wanting to interrupt the
stereotype that teacher participants often have, namely, that university educators think
they have answers or solutions to the problems plaguing a school such as Rodriguez.
Secondly, we knew we did not have solutions or answers to offer. Elyse said,
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I feel at such a loss. I don't have ideas about how you build the sort of
community that I've come to think is important to schools being the kinds
of places where kids and families.. .feel welcome and comfortable and
ready to learn. I don't know how to do that in a downtown magnet
school... .1 am not sure where the places are that change has to happen. I
can't even map out what I think it ought to look like.... (Conversation,
2/16/00)
In addition, we did not perceive ourselves as "there to research what is wrong with
[teachers] or what is wrong with urban education" (Elyse, 2/16/00) or as experts, but
rather as colleagues wanting to struggle with school participants to understand the
issues confronting the school and teacher education in urban settings. Peter Murrell
states our position well: "The measure of our success as agents for change is not the
expertise we bring as university people, but rather our capacity to learn in the company
of others" (2001, p. 33).
We wanted to learn to increase our own understanding and to help our preservice teachers build a belief system, cultural knowledge, and a socio-political
consciousness that would enable them to serve a diverse student population (CochranSmith, 1995; Haberman, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2001; Murrell, 2001). Elyse shared
that, in the midst of a seminar discussion with her interns about communicating with
parents, one of her interns at Rodriguez said, 'I don't talk to parents.. .that is not part of
the work I am doing.' Reflecting on this statement, Elyse said,
I didn't know what to tell him.. .1 think that is where schools of education
really bomb. They are trying to find the way to get the thing to happen the
way we think it ought to happen.... That's why we need to have some of
these discussions. I can't do my job of preparing them for the differences
of working in an urban school. (Focus group, 4/26/00)
%
%

Elyse and I yearned to learn from school personnel and participate with them in the
dilemmas facing urban education. Elyse explained further:
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I'm really interested in trying to penetrate more deeply the range of issues
and concerns that teachers see as having a significant impact on their
ability to help kids be successful in urban environments. What are they
saying the challenges are?. ..Iam interested in hearing right from teachers
what they see the issues, struggles, and problems being. One of the
dangers as we plunk people down in urban environments with vague
notions of what makes it challenging and what makes it problematic - it is
kind of like boot camp - if you live through this you can live through
anything. I think that is wrong in every possible way. I think that if we
are going to develop cohorts of teachers who are committed to teaching in
urban environments, and really understand urban environments they have
really got to understand what the teachers think their struggles are.
(Conversation, 2/16/00)
We believed that hearing from teachers was critical to building an understanding of
teaching and learning in a particular context, and we expected that the partnership
would change our own teacher education practices.
Engaging in dialogue with teachers also supported our epistemological belief of
honoring teachers' knowledge and expertise. I saw dialogue as ''asking the infantry men
rather than the generals what war is like," to which Elyse responded,
If you only hear the generals' sense of the lay of the land, you miss critical
pieces of the detail. I would rather go in and get the little picture. I think
it is the little picture things that will either make or break the student
teacher in terms of feeling that they can cope with and have an impact
on... (Conversation, 2/16/00)
Elyse and I also felt strongly about the inequities we saw between schools in a
university town and Rodriguez. Addressing the underlying political realities that
produce unequal educational opportunities weighed on us as we entered the dialogue
process. As Murrell and Borunda (1998) point out, partnerships have failed to take up
issues of inequity in schooling, and we hoped dialogue in the focus group would extend
%

to these issues. I explained.
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I think urban kids get cheated. A lot of experiential learning experiences
aren't provided in the school. Have you seen a water table in an early
childhood classroom... an easel being used? Where are the blocks? Have
you seen any clay in the building? These are fundamental learning tools
in early childhood classrooms. These kids don't have that richness of
experience. It is blamed on the homes, but it is not that simple.
(Conversation, 2/1/6/00)
Elyse's response echoed my concern:
I was thinking - in a kindergarten how do you teach concepts about
balance, .. .all that kind of language. Before you know it those kids are
going to be in third grade hearing literary terms and ideas described in a
way that if you don't know the concrete world and don't have the
vocabulary to go with it, what are the supporting details? So often we pull
on metaphors from the concrete material world and I don't see that the kids
are having experiences that provide that richness in language.
(Conversation, 2/16/00)
I added that, the previous year in Mary's first grade classroom, I was assisting a boy
trying to complete a reading worksheet. Trying to match a picture of a rose to the
correct word, he told me that he did not know what a rose was. The experience
illustrated the knowledge assumptions embedded in a worksheet given to a first grader
and the equity issues that a child from a non-middle class background encounters in a
mainstream curriculum. Undoubtedly, this child had funds of knowledge (Moll, et al.,
1992) that curriculum developers, and often teachers, do not have, but his lack of
familiarity with middle-class experiential knowledge that worksheet developers draw on
has the potential to effect his success in school.
The challenges drew us and gave import to the work and learning we
anticipated. Elyse explained:
This is an incredibly challenging reality, and yet this is exactly the sort of
thing that draws me. I can't imagine a messier more complicated
environment.. .there is this kind of undercurrent of uneasiness and low
moral and people feeling that their school is failing, that they are failing.
Of course we should be working.. .to help understand what is at work.
(Conversation, 2/16/00)
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In sum, Elyse and I saw many issues at the surface level of the school and were
drawn by the opportunity to construct a deeper understanding of teaching and learning
in an urban school that would inform our teacher education work and complicate ours
and teachers' thinking and assumptions. As Simmons, et al. (1999) suggest, we were
dreamkeepers "consistently trying to focus on the principles, vision, and commitments
that brought other participants and us into this collaborative reform...this does not
preclude often struggling honestly to keep a vision in front of themselves too” (p. 39).
Part of our role as dreamkeepers was to revisit the Coalition’s objectives (see
Chapter 3) with the group. In addition, we returned to the following factors leading to
successful school/university partnerships that I had gathered from the literature and
shared with the group early in the process. The seven factors were: 1) clarifying
purposes; 2) building trust among members; 3) genuine dialogue and ongoing
communication; 4) sharing responsibility; 5) sharing and equalizing power; 6) strong
commitment to collaboration; and 7) rethinking traditional roles. These factors and the
Coalition's objectives served as guideposts for the process.
In reviewing this list of factors from my present vantage point as I write this
study, I realize that Elyse and I believed that three other factors were essential as we
embarked on the partnership process. We proposed to participants that constructing
each others as learners, co-inquirers or problem-posers, and knowers were critical
elements to successful dialogue. This study will show that these additional factors being open to learning, being willing to pose and struggle with problems, and valuing
%

each participant's knowledge - emerged as significant factors in developing the
partnership. In the future, I would add these factors to the list above.
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Equal in significance to constructing ourselves as learners was our insistence
that all participants speak honestly. We understood speaking honestly required a
culture of trust (Brookhart & Loadman, 1990; Johnston & Thomas, 1997; Rosaen &
Hoekwater, 1990). After I reiterated that ’’building trust among us.. .has to be an
underlayment for genuine dialogue" (Focus group, 3/1/00), the following conversation
occurred:
Elyse: I never want to be in that position as a university person where I
walk out of the room and they say, Where is she coming from?’.. .1 just
want to say right out if something I am suggesting or saying isn't making
sense, isn't a fit, tell me.
Cynthia: We really want to be told where our ideas are pie in the sky ivory tower ideas that just don’t match the reality that you are dealing with
here in a real school.
Elyse: Save me a later embarrassment.
Cynthia: We are here to learn. Sharing responsibility for meeting
purposes and the activities that we generate.. .is something we want to be
real conscious of and put out on the table. (Focus group, 3/1/00)
Again, the theme of being learners is evident. Although Elyse and I remained in the
role of facilitators during the time of the study, we continually asked,"... what do you
want [the partnership] to look like two years from now? ... .what would you like our
presence and our participation in your school to be like" (Focus group, 10/18/00)?
Characterizing my resolve to facilitate teachers' setting the direction was the question,
"So where do you suggest we go with this?" (Focus group, 3/1/00). Elyse encouraged
school participants to take the lead, saying,
We want to be working with you around shaping the vision for your
school.. .you're the ones that have to do that. The last thing in the world I spent too many years dealing with other people's top-down ideas from
the outside. I'm not interested in duplicating that kind of work. This is
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your vision... .You already have all these great places where you want to
do things... (Focus group, 10/18/00).
Positioning ourselves as learners did not mean that we left our own professional
knowledge at the door. We agreed with Kerper and Johnston (1997) that "our school
colleagues wanted colleagues, support, and respect," not silence (p. 80). Therefore, as
participants brainstormed, Elyse drew on her experience as a principal for examples. In
a conversation about teacher professional development, she remarked:
When I bought multiple subscriptions to The Reading Teacher and
Educational Leadership [when I was a principal], it was the cheapest
professional development I ever did because everybody started reading the
same thing, and there were conversations. (Focus group, 4/26/00)
Yet another time, Elyse provided a spontaneous mini-lesson on reading the meaning of
test scores (Focus group, 11/1/00). We brought conceptual understandings that we
highlighted in our teacher education courses to the discussion. These concepts included
building on prior knowledge, connecting learning to children's lives, perceiving parents
as partners, and a multicultural approach to curriculum-building. The following excerpt
provides a glimpse of the balance we tried to maintain. Teachers had just expressed an
interest in having more opportunity to talk about literacy instruction. Elyse responded,
I would be glad to start running a series of literacy workshops for you all. I feel a
little funny saying I can do this - I don't want to toot my own horn, but it is the thing I
do most comfortably.. .it is a real area of expertise for me so I would be happy... .(Focus
group, 3/8/00). Elyse and I, at teachers' requests, taught on-site courses in literacy and
social studies respectively. The courses were opportunities to share our expertise within
*

the school community while at the same time learning from teachers about their lived
experience at Rodriguez. While we did not deny our expertise, we trust we did not
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flaunt it. Continuing requests to participate lead me to believe we did not use our
expertise in overpowering ways.
Teachers' asking that we teach on-site courses illustrates how positions are
mutually constructed (Gee, 1999). Mary, the first grade teacher wrote, "You guys spark
our thinking and ideas. We have a tendency to get caught in the rut of thinking, 'oh, we
can't.. .it's too hard....' You bring fresh eyes" (Email correspondence, 4/5/00). Elyse
and I entered the dialogue unencumbered by the challenges to morale that teacher
participants experienced at Rodriguez and energized by the Coalition's goals and our
own quest to learn.
Teachers positioned us as having access to people at the university and therefore
as bridge-builders between the school and university (Simmons, et al., 1999). When
cultural insensitivity in the school emerged as an issue, they asked us to contact school
of education faculty members about presenting workshops on cultural sensitivity. Elsye
reached out to arts and science faculty at the university and brought knowledge of
resources there. In Spring 2001,1 arranged for the school's fifth graders to spend a day
on the university campus that featured a tour of the athletic center and visits to the
robotics and computer graphics labs.
Finally, as we consciously worked to establish parity, Elyse and I were open to
assuming new roles (Enciso, et al., 2000; Jones, et al., 1990; McGowan & Powell,
1990; Simmons, et al., 1999). Taking on flexible roles and feeling at home in a school
were not hard for us. As Elyse stated, "I feel at one with them [teachers] in some
%•

critically important ways" (Conversation, 2/16/00). Elyse and I participated fully in
family evenings, arranging for the food, setting up easels, making signs, helping to
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serve ziti and meatballs, and working at information tables. We lent an extra hand
when needed in a classroom and made an effort to be present in the building on a
weekly basis. Peter Murrell (2001) notes the importance of ’’being there,” and "building
community through [university personnel's] actual physical presence in the schools” (p.
33). In the focus group, we problem-posed, reflected with school participants, and
proposed possible directions while recognizing our position as outsiders. Perhaps
teacher participant Lisa captured it best when she said, "I really like how you're right
here with us” (Interview, 11/7/00). Recognizing the importance of "being there," I also
felt pulled by the demands of the two settings, school and university, to which I bore
responsibility. In my fieldnotes (1/12/01) I wrote, "I have a feeling of not doing
enough, of not being [at Rodriguez] enough, because of my needing to get scholarly
writing done."
In contrast to Elyse and my desire to construct ourselves primarily as ‘learners,’
we wanted to facilitate the construction of teachers as ‘knowers,’ recognized for their
understandings and expertise of schooling (Boles, 1991; Cochran-Smith, 1990;
Bransford, et al., 2000). Admittedly, we felt this was important for the creation of
parity in light of the traditional hierarchy attributed to the work of university and school
faculty. School participants were the insiders, having worked at Rodriguez between one
and ten years. They knew the culture of the building. They knew how many children
rode buses to various parts of the city, how many were picked up by parents, how many
lived in the neighborhood (Linda, focus group, 3/1/00). They knew the history of the
%

signs on the stairway doors asking parents not to go upstairs to the classrooms so
instruction could begin promptly (Focus group, 3/1/00). They knew the handful of

88

parents who spent time in the building (Martiza and Julia, focus group, 3/1/00). They
knew who to ask to create a map of the building's interior and what decisions needed to
be brought to the site-based committee.
School participants knew from their own experience the issues, frustrations, and
challenges. They knew the many unretumed phone calls they placed to student's
families (Focus group, 3/1/00). They knew the difficulty of getting children to
complete and return homework (Focus group, 1/31/01). They knew the pressure on the
school to increase students' achievement. Mr. Ortiz, the principal, reiterated numerous
times, that the number one goal has to be raising students' test scores. School
participants knew the complicated circumstances of children's lives. As Linda said, "I
can see how people here lose it sometimes. I feel myself getting that way. I can't fight
anymore. I started with all these high expectations...you call parents and send them
letters and get no response (Focus group, 5/10/00). They knew "the lack of
communication and lack of respect [among teachers]" in the building (Jake, focus
group, 5/10/00).
Beyond their experiential knowledge, school participants also brought
knowledge from their personal reading. Linda said, "Any article I read about schools on
a school's turning around - and there are so many of them... every single one got the
parents involved" (Focus group, 11/1/00). A majority of the school participants
participated in a faculty Book Club that met once a month; they alternated between
reading books such as Why are all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?
*

(Tatum, 1997) and contemporary novels. Six of the eight teacher participants took one
or more university courses during the time the focus group met, and all teacher
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participants continued to be involved in in-service professional development around
new curricula. Though Elyse and I were concerned to position teachers as ‘knowers’ in
order to promote parity, we also valued school participants’ openness to learning. As
this study will show, positioning all participants as learners appears to be a significant
aspect of creating parity.
Striking incidents of constructing selves as non-knowers occurred around class
differences. Three school participants, Julia, Maritza, and Mr. Ortiz, though sharing
ethnicity with the Latino students, expressed their lack of understanding families
because of their different class membership. Julia and Mr. Ortiz who grew up in Puerto
Rico knew that "in Puerto Rico parents always escort their children to the classrooms
and have a chance to talk with the teacher" (Focus group, 2/16/00). However, at the
initial focus group meeting, Mr. Ortiz noted that "he and the majority of teachers in the
building did not participate in the same social/economic class as the families of students
in the school" (Fieldnotes, 2/8/00). Several months later, he said, "By being Latino I
have no better insight [than others of you] when it comes to [engaging and
communicating with parents]" (Focus group, 4/26/00). Thus, while sharing Latino
ethnic and cultural knowledge with many of the students and families in Rodriguez
School, the Latino teachers and Mr. Ortiz recognized they did not share class and,
consequently, did not understand the attitudes and ways of being and acting of many
Latino parents from lower socio-economic classes in relation to their children's
schooling. From their own life experiences, Latino participants had cultural knowledge
*

that non-Latino participants in the group lacked, but that knowledge did not extend
across class.
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At one time or another, all teacher participants constructed themselves as "on
children's side" (Strachota, 1996). Lisa illustrated this by telling a poignant story about
a boy in her fourth grade who, on the day before Valentine's Day, was
. .. really upset, just taken out of home and just put back, mother's an
addict and just had her sixth kid and... so I [Lisa] know she is not taking
him out to buy him Valentine's cards... .I'm thinking, he's got no paper at
home... so at the end of the day I just called him to my side and ... said,
"By any chance would you like some red paper or something to - Well, he
came in [the next] morning.. .you would have died. [He exclaims,] "Ms.
Carey, look at what I made".... (Focus group, 2/14/01)
Teacher participants were articulate and talkative. Lisa and Linda, teachers
participants who were initially hesitant to speak, became strong voices. After
participating in the group for several weeks, Lisa said, "I'm finding it doesn't feel good
to not speak up" (Interview, 11/7/00).

At the same time, teachers insisted that the

group be action-oriented. During the third month, Maritza said,
We've gotta move faster.. .in terms of what happens outside of the
meetings... let's do [emphasis] it... rather than just sitting and talking and
talking and talking... so the faster that things are done - or happen - the
more attention you're going to continue to have from [teachers].
Julia, the literacy coordinator, echoed Maritza's sentiments:
We're in the trenches and just getting things done immediately and not
going around in circles discussing and analyzing [but] just going ahead
and doing it.. .you can sit and talk and analyze forever and not get
anything done, because there is always so many things that need to be
done" (Interview, 6/13/01)
These statements reflect the discourse of schools, described by Whitford (1994) as
"ready-fire-aim" in contrast to the culture of institutions of higher education which he
characterizes as "ready, ready, ready." In schools, acting quickly takes precedence over
thinking carefully about how or where to act, in contrast to universities where
discussion is so highly valued that action may not proceed. Knight, Wiseman, & Smith
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(1992) describe these opposing orientations as the "reflectivity-activity dilemma."
Maritza explained the difference:
That's one thing -1 sense from my past experience and from some
comments that have been made outside the meeting - is talking to higher
ed people takes a long time and nothing ever happens. I think that's.. .the
nature of what higher ed and public ed is... since we're in the classroom,
things have to move. We have to see results... they have to pass a test and
the [state-standardized tests].. .versus higher ed - in my ivory tower - just
lecturing and lecturing and lecturing, and I never see the results... We
want results here and now, because the problem is in front of us everyday,
everyday. (Interview, 4/8/00)
Early in the focus group it became apparent that reflection and action needed to be
carefully balanced. Rather than privileging one discourse over the other, that is, the
school discourse of immediate action versus the university discourse of possible endless
reflection, participants in the focus group negotiated a dialogue process that included
both reflection and action as shown in the Table earlier in this chapter.
Teachers took on new roles, particularly as leaders and boundary spanners.
Maritza and Mary assumed the roles of school liaisons for the partnership, facilitating
much of the communication and budget work. At two different times during the study,
four of the participants came to the university to participate in the interviewing process
for students' applying to the teacher education program. Linda assumed collaborative
leadership with me in drafting school-wide homework guidelines and facilitated the
planning of the proposed family night, which would focus on ways to support children’s
homework.
The taking up of leadership roles was encouraged by Mr. Ortiz, the principal.
While demonstrating expert thinking about and well-thought-out goals for schooling as
described in Chapter 3, he led collaboratively. He actively supported the creation of the
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focus group, selected school participants, and was a participant at approximately half of
the meetings. At the initial meeting, he was an active participant sharing his views of
how the goals of the partnership meshed with school initiatives and targeted needed
areas of growth. He clearly stated that he would sometimes not be able to attend the
focus group meetings and, even when present, he would be attending to other matters at
the same time. Except for the first meeting, he sat behind his desk and listened and
worked concurrently. But participants knew he was listening because he participated in
the dialogue in responsive ways. He would, for example, enter the discussion to
express his lack of understanding about parents' ways of acting in relation to children's
schooling even though he shared parents' ethnicity, or to share his belief that homework
assignments should frequently ask for higher-order thinking. He had the ability to share
his thinking as "his perspective" which drew on his being a Puerto Rican-bom, highly
educated, professional educator and principal. His perspective was always respected
but also open to disagreement from other participants. This contributed to teachers and
parents sense of parity in the meetings.
Finally, dialogue episodes reveal that sufficient parity was created between
school and university participants to allow for participants to contest others' viewpoints.
Countering a suggestion Elyse had made, Mr. Ortiz said, "I don't know how [a greeter]
would work here" (Mr. Ortiz, 3/8/00). In contrast, when planning a particular family
event, other participants disagreed with Mr. Ortiz's suggestion that we begin with an
evening for upper grade parents focused on the state high-stakes test. Rather Mr. Ortiz
*

joined in planning a evening for lower grade parents where parents would be invited to
share their concerns. Analysis of dialogue in Chapter 5 will show how participants

93

shared multiple viewpoints around involving parents in the life of the school, Mary
disagreed vehemently with the wish list idea that another school participant proposed,
and teachers challenged community members about the suggestion that teachers make
home visits.
In summary, both school and university participants participated as “knowers
with particular expertise,” as “learners whose understanding was incomplete,” and as
“boundary spanners willing to take on new roles.” In this particular focus group, parity
appeared to develop between school and university participants through an
acknowledgement that all of us were learners struggling with the issues of teaching and
learning in a particular context. By valuing the different viewpoints and various
expertise that participants brought, we constructed self and others as equal participants
in the dialogue process. Neither school nor university participants, individually or
collectively, took control or claimed a "power over" position as they interacted with one
another.

Parent Participants: "We make the newsletter!"
Although Elyse and I had urged that parents be participants in the group from
the beginning, they were not asked to participate during the first year. In January, 2001,
however, three mothers began to attend the focus group. Before being asked to
participate in the focus group, Ana, Doris, and Claudia constructed themselves as
parents interested and concerned about their children’s schooling. It was for this reason
%
%

that they were known by teachers and selected as participants. They were present
almost daily, before and after school, as they brought and picked up their children.
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They enjoyed mingling with each other and with Maritza, the director of the two-way
bilingual program. Earlier in the discussion, Julia had identified them as parents who
would be successful greeters. The previous September, at Maritza's request, they had
assumed responsibility for copying the newsletter.
When Mr. Ortiz, sitting as he usually did behind his desk, welcomed them as
participants in the focus group, he smiled sincerely and said, "Yea, we have the three
muskateers here" (Focus group, 1/31/01). Though this statement could be interpreted as
creating a group caricature and denoting lack of respect, the warmth with which it was
delivered seemed to please the three parents and create a relaxed atmosphere. Mr Ortiz
framed their participation in the group in the following way:
... in the three of you we have people that we can ask more directly, you
know, what do you think? And whenever we talk I'll give you my
impressions but my impressions are my ideas - what comes from the point
of view of the principal, yours will come from the point of view of parents
and that is why we need you when we discuss - (Focus group, 1/31/01)
This statement illustrates the level of comfort with which Mr. Ortiz recognized that each
person, as well as himself, spoke from a perspective. He positioned the parent
participants as having a particular and, consequently, valued perspective. He ended his
welcome by expressing that "we are really grateful.. .we want to say thank you .. .by
giving you a stipend for this year... (Focus group, 1/31/01). The time their participation
required was not taken for granted.
Each time new participants joined the group, I took the opportunity to value the
expression of different perspectives in the focus group. In welcoming the parents, I
%

reiterated that
it is exactly where we think differently that we probably have a chance to
grow and create change. So, I want to reinforce that we hope in these
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conversations.. .that you will be really honest with us about your feelings
and not be afraid to disagree, because it's really when we disagree that
we're probably making the most progress. (Focus group, 1/31/01)
Ana spoke more than Doris or Claudia in the focus group and often served as
spokesperson while Doris and Claudia nodded in agreement. Frequently other
participants in the group elicited the parents to participate in the dialogue, and in
response parents would offer their views. At the first meeting, after introducing
themselves, the parents listened while participants discussed the feedback from the
second Let's Eat! Let's Talk! evening. But when I asked, "Can you speak to what you
think [about the ideas gathered at the meeting], parents?" Ana responded,
I don't have any problems. Me life is perfect. [My daughter] come home
every day so happy with the school. I don't have any problem. The only
problem she complains because they have a teacher the first semester, she
leave, she was a student of [university] so she have to be here just till
December. Oh they cry like crazy - all the kids - my daughter - (Focus
group 1/31/01)
This statement shows Ana to be a positive parent, generally uncritical of the school, and
grateful for how much her children like school. When asked to comment on homework
she voiced concern about the amount, saying, "Too much homework sometimes in
Spanish class - my daughter six, seven homeworks a day - whoa - a lot" (Focus group,
1/3/101), which demonstrates a sense of trust that she can say what she thinks. She also
describes how intentionally she organizes her children's homework time, reporting that
"We start at 3:30 at the table - you know- my kids and me and we finish like five
o'clock, five-thirty" (Focus group, 1/31/01). Dialogue in Chapter 5 will show how Ana
disassociated herself from other parents in the school who were not so conscientious
about children's homework or attending parent evenings at the school.
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Finally, a comment, delivered with spontaneity and humor by Ana, contributed
to how parent participants positioned themselves. When a teacher participant asked the
three parents, "Do you look at the newsletter that comes home?" Ana responded, "We
make the newsletter!" [underlined for emphasis] (Focus group, 1/31/01). Her quick and
emphatic response accompanied by nods and smiles from the other two parents elicited
laughter from all the other participants who recognized that these three parents were
knowledgeable and actively contributing members of the school culture. These parents'
involvement in the life of the school will be discussed more extensively in Chapter 5.
As the school year ended in June 2001, Maritza, two of the parents (Ana and
Claudia), and I met twice to draft plans for the following year. The plans were to invite
parents to serve as classroom parents and to establish regularly scheduled times when
family members would be welcome to visit their child's classroom. As a group, we
drafted guidelines intended to provide parents with knowledge of ways to observe in
classrooms that would not interrupt teaching and learning.
Finally, there was regret that the parent participants in the focus group did not
represent the family population more broadly. I will discuss the ramifications of this
narrow representation in Chapter 5 when I examine the limitations of the understanding
constructed in the focus group.

Community Member Participants: "Teachers have to go - they have to
see the home environment 'cause that tells a lot about the family"
Asking community members to participate in the focus group was uncharted
water. During the time the focus group met, we skirted it rather than embark on it with
the exception of one meeting. In March 2001,1 invited Marta, the director of the
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neighborhood health advocacy and outreach agency, to attend a meeting of the focus
group. She asked to bring Luis, one of the agency's community outreach workers, with
her. Luis had escorted me on a neighborhood walk several months earlier, introducing
me to shopkeepers and other agency workers and, subsequently, had taken our interns
on a similar visit in the neighborhood. I hoped my invitation to attend the focus group
would open the door to increased collaboration with the agency and to the beginning of
a process of dialogue with the community. However, outcomes in a "third space" are
unpredictable (Bhabha, 1990).
In the focus group Marta and Luis talked enthusiastically about their work. Luis
explained, “What we do is we go to the house and we ask them questions about their
family needs and what are the necessities that they might need.. and when you're in the
household you develop a relationship with the families...” (Focus group, 3/28/01).
Finding out families' needs and connecting families to service providers was the central
purpose of the agency. In doing this kind of work, the outreach workers built
significant relationships with individual families. During my walk with Luis in the
neighborhood, we had stopped to talk with numerous people on the streets as well as at
two homes to check-in with the family living there. Later in the conversation, Milta
said,
I always think - you know when we first started talking I said you know
teachers have to go - they have to see the home environment cause that
tells a lot about the family and just familiarize yourself with the
surroundings. What is that little store? What does that little store do for
the family? Is that their family? It's all connected... in order for me to
find out where these children are from and when they come in sad - to
understand their emotional state.... (Focus group, 3/28/01)
Milta advocated teachers' making home visits and delivered a strong directive to
teachers when she said, “teachers have to go.” When teachers raised questions about
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safety and whether families would feel comfortable, she granted it would be most
comfortable if teachers visited in the company of an outreach worker who had a
previous relationship with the family. Here was potential for collaboration. However,
as the following paragraph shows, though Milta's recommendation that teachers make
home visits was sincere and well-intended, it unsettled teachers.
At the following focus group meeting, teacher participants expressed
considerable frustration in relation to the dialogue with Marta and Luis. The ensuing
dialogue illustrates teachers’ feelings:
Linda: I felt very frustrated.. .1 felt like again the shift came back to - the
problems are always with us, with the schools, or with the teachers - what
we’re not doing - which we hear so much of - I'm looking for -1 think we
all agree that we need the parents as our primary thing but nobody's telling
us how to get them - they are just telling us - [I] thought that especially
with the [agency] people - of what we the schools are doing wrong.. .1 just
felt like we're still again back at us - what we're not doing - what the
schools are doing wrong - how they are failing but no one is telling us how
we can get to the parents.
Lisa: I was frustrated too Tina: I thought it was exhausting - like I just felt like again - kind of what
you're saying and they were saying... we should be going to these - out and
into the homes and doing all this stuff and my thought was - when? When
can I do that? You know?
Cynthia: We are also saying the opposite - that if we were to... ring the
doorbell - [parents] would be really frightened.
Linda: And they were saying that a lot of the parents probably don't come
because they work and they are tired and then .. .they want us to do
something. But we're people too - we have families, and we work, and
we're tired.
Elyse: Right, right - part of what I came away from that [meeting] with
... seems like there is certainly a need for people on both sides to
understand the beliefs, the values, the dynamics, and things that impact
lives - that make lives busy for parents - that make lives busy for teachers
- but.. .1 kind of walked away from it saying on neither end do people have
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more time to invest in it - so how do we begin to incorporate what we
know about each other in a more powerful or meaningful way - so that
parents look at us, as school people, and say, hey, you do get it - you do
understand what the struggles are - you do value what’s important about
my culture - you do know how I think. (Focus group, 5/9/01)
In response to the frustrations that teacher expressed, Elyse serves as a weaver,
synthesizing the ideas and suggesting the need for mutual understanding and a new
paradigm for teacher-home interactions.
Microanalysis of this episode (see Appendix B) shows that, in the preceding
meeting, when Marta and Luis described the relationships they built with families and
suggested that teachers had "to go.. .to see the home environment," they positioned
teachers as not doing enough. Teachers felt deficient, as though their work performance
was not satisfactory. Marta and Luis were proud of the community outreach work they
did and passionate in describing it. I do not believe Marta and Luis intended to
antagonize the teachers. The effect of their prescriptive statements, however, was to
position teacher participants as not doing enough to cultivate family-school
connections, and teachers bristled. Perhaps teachers also felt that Marta and Luis were
unappreciative of the time and energy demands of classroom teaching. Analysis of the
full transcript shows that nowhere in the dialogue did Marta and Luis recognize these
demands. As a result, rather than constructing the community agency participants as
allies, the teachers positioned them as antagonists.
Understanding that the discourses of social work and teachers’ work are different
helps to explain the collision that caused school participants to construct community
participants as adversaries rather than allies. Intimate involvement with families and
having access to homes is part of the discourse of social work (Poulin, 2000). Teachers’
work, on the other hand, is defined within the context of school. The discourse of
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teaching expects parents to come to school but does not expect teachers to visit
children's homes. Likewise, parents do not expect teachers to visit. When teachers
questioned the receptivity of families to teachers' visits, Marta and Luis acknowledged
that families would "wonder why" and think "uh oh, something's wrong, somebody's
called DSS on me," (Marta, 4/28/01) if teachers were to make home visits.
Analysis also reflects how teachers construct their own identities in relation to
work. Teachers envision themselves as coping with multi-faceted work that often feels
overwhelming in its responsibility and demands. Linda spoke of being tired [from
teaching]; listening to the agency participants suggest what teachers could do to extend
themselves to students' families made Tina feel exhausted. Both expressed limits to
what they as teachers had energy and time to do. Such expressions point not only to the
energy that teaching exacts, but also to the defined time that these teachers expect their
work as teachers to consume. They do not want or have time for the work of teaching
to be more than it already is. This self-imposed limitation of time may arise from the
predominance of women in teaching, both historically and presently, who frequently
carry heavy responsibilities for family life outside of work. In the focus group, of the
twelve teachers who participated at various times, all were women except for two men.
Both male teachers shared family responsibilities for children with their spouses who
were also working full time. Moreover, the receiving of relatively small financial
compensation in relation to other professions may also contribute to the boundaries
teachers impose on their work. This is not a disclaimer, however, that many teachers, in
*
*

spite of low pay, stay at school late into the afternoon and work many hours outside of
school in preparation for class time.
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In addition, the unspoken issue of class is interwoven in the dialogue. I use
class as a construct that, in addition to indicating income, lifestyle, values, education,
and ways of acting and speaking, mirrors the social power available to and attributed to
people (Gilbert, 1998; Kadi, 1996; Shannon, 1998). Teachers, because of both their
professional and class membership, are perceived by families with less professional and
class status as having power over the lives of their children, and, indirectly, even over
the lives of the adults who are the child's parents or guardians. Both school personnel
and community workers perceived teachers' visiting children's homes as unsettling and
unwelcomed. Such visits overstep the customary boundedness of class participation.
At Rodriguez, where teachers and families' class memberships differed, a great deal of
trust would need to be built before either party would feel at ease with teachers' making
home visits. I suspect that parents experience a similar discomfort and fright crossing
the class border from home to school. Class appears to be a chasm that is disconcerting
and difficult to bridge from both sides.
The episode illustrates the effect of participants’ assuming a position of cultural
supremacy in relation to others. Marta and Luis implied that their work allowed them to
connect with children's families in ways that teachers did not. This connection gave
them cultural knowledge and therefore a position of superiority in relation to teachers.
When they recommended that teachers make home visits, they also assumed roles as
authorities on teaching.
In analyzing the full transcript, I also realize that Marta and Luis were asked to
%

participate as professionals in the community and as potential collaborators, but not
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specifically as learners or problem-posers. For instance, in my introduction to them, I
said,
The reason we're interested in having you join us - and we would love if
that could happen regularly - is that we feel like we need all of us working
together for the education of children to make a difference - and so we are
interested in knowing about your work in the community and how we
might further engage with each other. (Focus group, 3/28/01)
My emphasis on "your work in the community" positioned them as experts on their
work, which indeed they were, but not as co-leamers and problem-posers struggling to
make meaning. This suggests that bringing participants from another group
(community members, in this case) into the middle of a dialogue process requires
careful thinking about how they position self and others.
As it happened, Marta and Luis were not able to participate in an ongoing way
in the focus group, and therefore further discussion with them did not occur. If dialogue
had continued, unraveling and contrasting the discourses of social work and teaching
might have created a hybrid understanding and negotiated action. In fact, Marta
implied a collaborative action when she suggested, in the conversation about home
visits, "If you have any children in Luis' zone,., .you go with Luis" (Focus group,
3/28/01). Occurring as a single encounter, however, this dialogue episode appeared to
reinforce school participants' disinclination to include people from the community in the
focus group. In addition, the absence of further dialogue provided no context for
teachers and community members to dialogue across the differences in their work and
to develop the potential to work with one another as co-leamers and collaborators in
%
%

problem-posing and problem-solving.
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Resistance to Widening Participation
The quiet reluctance to include parents and community members in the group
and the hesitancy to identify potential participants from these groups were disappointing
to Elyse and me. The Coalition's goals for partnerships explicitly requested the
organization of "broad-based communities of inquiry." Elyse and I expressed in early
conversations our desire to have parents and community members involved in the
group. School participants seemed hesitant, however, and our queries about involving
parents and community members met with silence or evasive statements. Rather than
insisting, we suggested and waited, hoping that wider participation would occur over
time. When Elyse inquired about "parents beginning to come to some of these
meetings," Mary, the first grade teacher, said, "My first thought is that we have a lot
more teacher work to do before we take on parent work" (Focus group, 4/26/00). As I
reflect on this statement, I wonder whether she was communicating concern that the
teaching staff was in disarray and inadequate or expressing anxiety about involving
parents. In total, three parents participated in the focus group during the last six
months.
Apprehension about involving parents can be interpreted in several ways.
Teachers may have felt fearful that parents would contradict the school's practices and
challenge teachers' ways of thinking. At some level, teachers may have questioned if
their practices were meeting the needs of children whose life outside of school was "so
different," as Jake said, from his own (Interview, 2/8/00). Then again, teacher
participants could identify only Ana, Doris, and Claudia from the parent body as parents
who might be interested in participating in the focus group. This would seem to
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indicate that teachers had limited knowledge of the parent body. Yet another
interpretation is that teachers may have viewed parents as not capable of thinking about
and contributing positively to practices in the school. Supporting the latter
interpretation is Mary’s remarks that "parents are hanging on by their fingertips."
Teachers' perceptions of parents are discussed more fully in Chapter 5.
The encounter with community participants Marta and Luis, described in the
preceding section, suggests that wider participation posed a threat to school participants
and represented a potential intrusion into the school's control of its' own practices. It is
also possible that some school participants did not recognize community members as
rightful stakeholders in the school and therefore passively resisted seeking this wider
participation. Latino school participants had historical and political knowledge of the
Latino leaders in the community, and there were innuendoes that school participants
were wary of becoming entangled in the political power struggles among Latino
leaders. This misgiving on the part of the Latino school participants initially made me
demur from inviting community participants. When I did invite Marta and Luis because
of the collaboration that was already occurring between them and our interns, I felt as
though the group was tolerating but not enthusiastically endorsing their participation.
Bringing everyone on board as learners and problem-posers may be more
significant than we were aware of at the creation of the focus group. For, in fact, this
shared positioning - this common understanding of the learning and problem-posing
orientation of the group - may contribute to establishing parity.
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Conclusion
The creation of the focus group allowed dialogue to assume a central place in
the life of this school-university partnership. The space and time in which the focus
group met provided an element of carnival that contributed to dialogue occurring. By
negotiating the reflectivity-activity dilemma between university and school cultures,
school and university participants constituted dialogue as reflection and action or
praxis. The positioning of school and university participants as learners and problemposers, the willingness of both groups to assume new and flexible roles within and
across institutional boundaries, and the respect that each group showed for the others'
expertise appear to have created a sufficient feeling of parity between school and
university participants to support dialogue across differences.
The participation of three parents provided a window into their perspectives on
school practices, but a narrow window as they represented parents who felt comfortable
in the school. Their willingness to speak openly and to plan future events with school
and university participants indicates a sense of parity, but to what extent they felt parity
is difficult to interpret from the data. There were, however, specific instances of
school-university participants’ valuing their perspectives.
In contrast to the parity created among school and university participants as
learners and co-inquirers, outreach workers from a community health agency positioned
themselves as having cultural knowledge that teachers lacked, and teachers, feeling
attacked, failed to constitute the community participants as allies. Because parents and
community members did not participate in the initial formation of the group and their
participation was limited, parity with them was more difficult to analyze. Several
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factors may explain this: 1) community participants entered midway in the process and
did not share an understanding of the group; 2) community participants participated in
only one meeting and thus dialogue with them did not extend over time; 3) they
participated as authorities rather than as co-learners and problem-posers; and 4) drawing
on a different professional discourse than school participants, namely, the discourse of
social work, they presented a contrasting perspective. Finally, there was a reluctance on
the part of school participants to identify and include parents and community members
in the dialogue process.
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CHAPTER 5

"THIRD SPACE": HYBRIDITY, AGENCY, AND DISCOURSES

...knowing how to extend the invitation - knowing what kind of
involvement is going to feel familiar and comfortable and good and valued
by parents - that is work - understanding that when you are dealing with a
lot of prescriptive ideas of what supportive parenting involvement looks
like... .how do you ... begin to build an appreciation and awareness of
what's valued in a culture about involvement in education. To me that is
important work. (University-based teacher educator, 3/8/00)

Introduction
My purpose in this chapter is to illustrate the possibilities and limits of dialogue in
a focus group by showing how multiple voices complicated understanding and produced a
hybrid way of thinking that, in some instances, prompted novel activity. I am using
hybridity as the negotiated and new consciousness that emerges from the collision of
different viewpoints in a dialogue process. Within the hybrid is the potential for agency
that is shaped by new consciousness. I argue that both the consciousness and agency that
emanate from the dialogue are informed and limited by the discourses available to
participants in the dialogue. In other words, “third space” lies within a field of
discourses, which has the possibility of both expanding and restricting the agency that
arises.
In this chapter, I examine two dialogue episodes, each of which focuses on
different aspects of family involvement. I show how participants in the focus group
complicated the group's understanding by drawing on a variety of discourses as they
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shared perspectives and searched for new ways to approach the confounding issue of
involving children’s families.
Family involvement is an overarching concept that school participants used to
refer to various aspects of family-school interaction (Mattingly, et al., 2002; Eccles &
Harold, 1996). Initially, school participants talked about families' attendance at parent
evenings, namely the annual fall Open House and the one-time math and literacy
curriculum evenings, sponsored by the school in recent years. Teacher participants
closely associated the low attendance at parent events with efforts to communicate with
parents and a school environment that caused parents to feel unwelcome. The first
language episode I analyze in this chapter illustrates how multiple voices complicated the
conceptualization and planning of family evenings and resulted in the group creating
events that brought families and school personnel together in a new way.
In the second year of the focus group, school participants used the term family
involvement more broadly to discuss families' supervision of homework and families'
commitment to providing the resources that children need to do their homework. The
question, “Does school matter?” crystallized school participants' concerns around these
issues. School participants perceived parents' not monitoring homework and not
providing the supplies children need to do their homework as giving the message that
school does not matter. The second language episode analyzed in this chapter focuses on
these aspects of family involvement. In this episode, multiple, colliding perspectives
created complexity, but the hybridity produced limited agency. I propose three
explanations for the limited agency: a change of leadership interrupted the ongoing
process of creating ‘third space;’ the ideologies embedded in the multiple discourses that
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participants drew on were fundamentally in conflict; and limited participation meant
inadequate discourses were available in the dialogue process.
In the analysis of each dialogue episode, I first examine how multiple voices
complicated the issue, creating hybridity that was more multi-faceted than any single
perspective. I then explore the agency or actions that emerged from the hybridity, and
finally I discuss the discourses that participants appeared to draw on in the dialogue
episodes and illustrate how discourses expand and restrict the possibilities within a “third
space.”

Dialogue Episode #1: Conceptualizing Parent Evenings
My guess is that even my most sophisticated parents wouldn't have those
kinds of questions ready... parents are... - not to denigrate any of them hanging on by their fingernails to stay afloat. (School participant, 3/1/00)
How to increase family involvement was a continuous thread of inquiry
throughout the focus group. Early in the dialogue, school participants identified "parent
involvement [as] key to bringing up scores and very much a missing part of what is
happening at Rodriguez" (Fieldnotes, 2/16/00). Talking about family involvement,
however, was wrought with recurring tension, because school participants framed parents
as a problem. Teachers' professional commitment to reach out and engage parents in
children's schooling conflicted with their views of what parents were capable of doing.
In this section, I analyze dialogue that occurred as participants attempted to
conceptualize and plan family evenings. I first examine the group's reflections around
family evenings to illustrate how multiple voices offered a more complicated
understanding. Next I analyze the new possibilities for family involvement that resulted
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from the multiple perspectives offered by participants. Finally, I discuss how the
hybridity and agency created in a "third space" is permeated and shaped by prevailing
societal discourses, in this case, the discourses of schooling, poverty, class, ethnicity, and
family involvement.

Dialogue Complicates Understanding
Dominating the discussion at the second meeting of the focus group was concern
about "parents and how they fit into the picture" (Mary, focus group, 2/16/00). As a
veteran teacher in her third year of teaching at Rodriguez, Mary said,
I know getting parents involved is something you guys have struggled
with at Rodriguez, because of the scarcity of parents for PTO meetings or
whatever. So that I think is one of the things that I see as a great area for
growth at Rodriguez, not that I have a simple formula or answer or
solution, but I think there are a lot of reasons why it doesn't happen, none
of which are really our fault. Lots of them are bigger issues... .1 think if
we could help that grow it would help us make kids more successful.
(Focus group, 2/16/00)
Mary’s statement reveals two aspects of the parent involvement dilemma. On one hand,
she alludes to their being no transparent solution and many reasons for the "scarcity of
parents." She describes the reasons as lying outside teachers' domains of influence,
identifying them as "bigger issues." In conversations with her over time, she frequently
referred to the stress factors in parents' lives. She identified these factors as working
multiple, low-paying jobs, financial and family instability, drug addiction, dependent on
public transportation, no phone service, lack of childcare, living in a shelter. On several
occasions, she summarized the plight of parents as "parents are hanging on by their
fingertips." She appears to locate the reason for the lack of parent involvement in parents'
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lives and not in the school. Yet, on the other hand, she invites the group to reflect on how
to pull parents into the life of the school, portraying a belief that it is the school's
responsibility to try to make family involvement happen. In addition, the last sentence
reflects a belief that parent involvement helps children's academic achievement.
Teacher participants talked about the math night for 4th and 5th grade parents, held
the previous year, as the school's most successful parent event. Babysitting had been
provided, 4th and 5th grade students had been recruited to teach small groups of parents
math games, and every parent went home with samples of math games to play with their
children. Teachers believed many parents had attended because their child was a
participant. A literacy night was being planned for the upcoming spring. Each fall the
school held an annual open house evening. School participants reported between three
and ten parents attending per classroom. One of the assistant principals had attempted to
organize a PTO last year but it was not functioning.
Following Mary’s comment, school participants excitedly brainstormed possible
parent evenings. Suggestions included a display of children's art work, musical
performances, as well as science, math, and literacy nights. Maritza suggested that we
involve university science faculty in creating a hands-on science workshop event. The
only cautionary note expressed by teachers was the time and personnel to organize such
events. Teachers noted that two math coordinators without classroom responsibilities had
organized the successful math night last year. Nevertheless, the following remark
summarized the sentiment of the group. Maritza said, ''For our own mental health, I think
we need to do something to make us feel better with parents this year" (Focus group,
2/16/00). This statement illustrates both a teacher's sense that the school should be doing
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more to nurture family involvement as well as teachers' low sense of efficacy in relation
to involving parents. Maritza's statement corroborates Mary's sentiment that family
involvement is important.
I have chosen the following dialogue that occurred at the third meeting of the
focus group to examine how multiple voices made the discussion of family evenings more
complex. A microanalysis of the dialogue is located in Appendix C.
Elyse (university participant): ... as I looked at the idea of parent
involvement and parent nights which I love and think they are a wonderful
way to get parents involved and interested.. .in the learning that is going
on in the school... one of the things that is near and dear to my heart
is.. beginning to get some discussion going with parents about their ideas
of what makes for a well prepared teacher to teach their kids. I know they
may have ideas that seem very far afield from what we see as the primary
function of school and education, but I am interested because I think we
need to know even if we disagree. We need to know what they are
thinking about. I was trying to imagine some way that we could begin to
ask parents some of those questions in the context of those events like a
math night or a literacy night.
Vivian (school participant): Ask them what preparation they think teachers
should have to deal with their - ?
Elyse: Well if you have a math night and parents are there because they're
interested in what their kids are doing in math -my guess is based on some
experience I have had with parents who struggled with their kids around
homework is - we're sending home some 5th or 6th grade math homework
that's challenging for parents or it's asking them to think about math in a
way they have never thought about it. My experience has been that they
have some things to tell me about why they may be not feeling they're as
helpful as they'd like to be with their idds or they never know when their
kids have homework. So they may have some ideas about math and their
role as parents and communicating with teachers. So I might want to hear.
Mary (school participant): I might be in the minority here but my thought
is we are not there yet. That's where we need to be, but my guess is that
even my most sophisticated parents wouldn't have those kinds of questions
ready. If you asked them they'd be like -1 think that where the parents are
at is - not to denigrate any of them - hanging on by their fingernails to stay
afloat. Whether it's financially or putting food on the table or that they're
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keeping the kids safe and intact - that's where they are. There is this huge
element of trust in the school. They trust us to do the best we can for their
kids. Part of it is that they have to believe for their own safety and sanity
that they can trust us and we are doing the best for their kids. If they go
any place past that, it makes them nervous, either their lack of education
personally or their lack of familiarity with public education in the states.
Yes, we need to get there, but there are a whole bunch of pieces in front of
it.
Vivian: They do trust us that is why they don't think to ask those
questions. They don't even want to go there.... (Focus group, 3/1/00)
Elyse has introduced the notion of drawing on parents' ideas to inform teachers'
professional knowledge by suggesting "get[ting] some discussion going with parent about
their ideas." This idea contrasts with the traditional transmission model of parent
evenings in which school personnel tell parents about the school or curriculum (McCaleb,
1994). While acknowledging that hosting family evenings during which teachers share
their classrooms, curriculum plans, and children's work is a wonderful way of engaging
families, she suggests she would like to discuss with parents their ideas about what makes
l

for a well- prepared teacher for their children. She wants to know what parents think and
has implied that parents have knowledge and the ability to contemplate issues relating to
schooling. She positions parents differently than they are positioned at traditional school
events, situating them as subjects with whom to hold a discussion in contrast to objects,
listening to information from the school.
It appears that Elyse recognizes that this idea may strike other participants as out
of the ordinary. Placing herself in a collegial relationship with teacher participants by
using the pronoun "we," she explains that she understands parents may have different
ideas from educators. However, even though that likelihood exists, she wants to hear
what parents think.
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The assistant principal’s (Vivian) response, "Ask them what...they think....?"
reveals her surprise at Elyse's suggestion and her skepticism about what parents have to
offer. Elyse continues to relate that her experience with parents is that they have ideas to
contribute and questions to ask about their role as parents. Mary, apologizing that she
may be voicing a minority opinion, names a number of concerns: the school isn't where it
needs to be to respond to parent feedback; the parents would not have questions or
responses; parents are too stressed to do anything but trust the school; and thinking about
the education process makes parents at Rodriguez apprehensive. At the same time, she
agrees with Elyse that asking parents for feedback should be a goal. Vivian corroborates
Mary’s belief that parents trust the school and suggests that if parents were to ask
questions, their confidence in the school would be destroyed. The trust parents have
appears to be grounded in the authority of the school and a hierarchical relationship
between school and families. Mary’s reference to the "whole bunch of pieces in front of
[dialoguing with parents]" was not explained. Several meetings later, however, Mary
stated, "we have a lot more teacher work to do before we take on parent work" (Focus
group, 4/26/00). The development of teachers seemed to take precedence, and the sense
of having to work simultaneously on many fronts seemed overwhelming.
Following this exchange, there is debate on whether parents would speak out
about culturally sensitive issues. Teachers are divided, but again Mary returns to the
issues of trust and positions parents as "being fearful of going to uncharted territory
because then you're opening up a can of worms" (Focus group, 3/1/00). In the context, I
interpreted "a can of worms" to mean that talking about cultural differences is messy and

hard, and therefore to be avoided. Maritza and Julia, two teacher participants bom in
Mexico and raised in Puerto Rico respectively, respond quickly:
Maritza: If I don’t feel as a parent comfortable Julia: Or I’m not welcomed because there are signs on the doors that tell
me don't come upstairs - (Focus group, 3/1/00)
With this statement, the focus of the conversation shifts to cultural issues in the school's
environment and resonates with dialogue in the previous meeting when Julia said,

.you

come up to the doors and what do you see on the doors? Culturally that's a big block"
(Focus group, 2/16/00). Julia is referring to the 8"x 11" signs posted on the doors leading
to the second floor where classrooms were located. These signs read:
K & grade 1 parents: In order to increase instructional time and to improve
securing, parents should bring their children to pod door only. We ask
that you leave promptly so that teaching may begin on time. Please leave
your child at the door so that instruction may begin promptly.
Padres de estudiantes en Kinder y en ler grado: Para poder aumentar el
tiempo de estudio, y por motivos de seguridad, les pedimos que si traen a
sue ninos los dejen en la puerta tambien les pedimos que salgan rapido
despues de dejarlos para poder empezar a ensenar lo mas pronto posible.
Participants explain that the signs were posted last year because the presence of certain
family members interfered with teachers' checking in with individual children and
conducting morning meeting promptly. Julia, however, responds that in Puerto Rico it is
customary for parents to escort their children to the classroom and use the occasion to talk
with the teacher. Maritza, Julia, and Mary continue the conversation:
Maritza: There's two mothers that used to come up to pod 5, and I saw
them waiting by the auditorium and I asked them...how come you don't
go upstairs to pick [your children] up anymore? And they pointed to the
sign on the door.
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Julia: And these are parents that were so involved, and I am talking about
everything in the pod and in the school. They were the first ones who
would make costumes for their kids for plays. They were the first ones
that would bring food for celebrations, the first ones to volunteer to serve
lunches to the teachers. And they're no longer doing it - why? You just
gave us the answer.
Mary: .. .you were saying, and you're right, we need some cultural
sensitivity training as teachers that would help us understand parents and
where they're coming from and what they want for their kids. That’s
really important. I think even if you ask those questions of parents they
don't want to go there...
Maritza: there hasn't been a relationship established where you can feel
comfortable enough in saying your opinions of how you feel because there
is a feeling that you will not fit or people will look at you and go, oh... she
has a big chip on her shoulder. If we don’t establish a relationship like
starting out with parent nights, I feel we should start with something
informal, something nice where they will feel that, wow, look. They need
to feel empowered. (Focus group, 3/1/00)
The signs on the door appear to have caused parents to change their behaviors, and the
two Latino teachers question the effect. In the middle, Mary, a European-American,
acknowledges a need for "some cultural sensitivity training," but doesn't believe parents
would want to discuss cultural issues.
Analysis highlights the connection Maritza and Julia make between these signs
and building relationship with parents. They believe the signs disempower parents by
preventing parents from interacting with teachers before school begins, which Julia notes
is a custom in Puerto Rico. Maritza points out the importance of establishing a
relationship with parents that would allow them to feel comfortable raising sensitive
issues. It appears Maritza and Julia hold a different view of the origin of parents' trust
*

than the one Vivian and Mary implied earlier. Their remarks suggest that trust is based
on relationships as opposed to the authority of the school or teacher.
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In addition to acting as an obstruction for some teachers who wanted to build
relationships with parents, the signs also symbolized tension between academic time and
social time. During the discussion about the signs, Mr. Ortiz noted the tension:
I am responsible for MCAS scores and that instruction start... .[in] Puerto
Rico, parents show up at all times and do interrupt teachers. There is
some advantage to doing that because that interruption means that that
child continued to behave and be motivated and focused on the fact that
everybody in the community, parents and teachers, believe that education
is very important (Focus group, 3/8/00).
Likewise, Elyse recognized the tension between making the school both a
welcoming (social) and an academic environment. While sharing the idea of a monthly
community breakfast as a way to increase entry points for families, she said, "You have a
school to run.. .and you can't turn it into a social club. It needs to be a school'' (Focus
group, 3/8/00).
Dialogue about the signs linked participants' interest in increasing family
involvement with concern about what messages the school environment communicated to
families. Mary believed "tolerance of having parents in the building" has to occur before
we can "aggressively go after" family involvement.

She said, "They have to feel

comfortable walking into this building..." (Focus group, 5/10/00).
Discussion about the signs also caused Mary to acknowledge the Latino teachers'
perceptions: "You're right, we need some cultural sensitivity training as teachers that
would help us understand parents and where they're coming from and what they want for
their kids." But again, the statement is followed by "I think even if you ask those
*

questions of parents, they don't want to go there" (Focus group, 3/1/00). This interaction
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shows Mary qualifying the recognized need with the word "some" and restating what she
believes is parents' reluctance to discuss cultural breaches.
The dialogue shows the confusion and conflicting viewpoints elicited in the focus
group around family involvement. Dialogue that commenced with a desire to plan family
nights became complicated. A continuum of views about increasing family involvement
extended from believing that professional development of teachers needed to supercede
any effort to increase family involvement to wanting to ask parents for their input on what
makes an effective teacher for their children. Collisions occur among the perspectives as
the theory of "third space" predicts (Bhabha, 1990). Collisions exist both among school
participants and between school and university participants. Among school participants,
while there is agreement about a lack of family involvement, they struggle among
themselves in understanding the causes. They locate many of the issues in the families
though they recognize the school's unwelcoming environment as a contributing factor and
express a sense that teachers should be doing more to foster interaction.
Between school and university participants, perspectives collide on the
directionality that communication between parents and schools assumes. School
participants describe family events planned by the school to showcase curriculum,
classroom, and students' work or performance. These events position parents as receivers,
and teachers (and in some cases, students) as knowers and subjects who speak and act. A
university participant proposes a different paradigm which positions parents as knowers
who are subjects of their children's experience with schooling and thus have ideas to
contribute to the conversation about schooling. Figure 2 illustrates the direction of
communication and the positioning of participants in the contrasting paradigms:

119

Traditional Parent Evening Paradigm
Direction of communication
School (knowers/subjects) —»

Families (recipients/objects)

Alternative Parent Evening Paradigm
Direction of communication
School (recipients/objects) <—

Families (knowers/subjects)

Figure 2. Shift in Communication

The proposed shift in the direction of the communication is complicated by the
characteristics that school participants' attribute to parents. The dialogue examined in this
section attributes a number of unfavorable characteristics to parents: unsophisticated,
stressed, barely able to care for and feed their children, lacking education or school
experiences in this culture, and unable or unwilling to question the educational system.
The descriptors reflect social scientists' assessment that we are "a culture in the grips of
deficit thinking" (Hull, Rose, Fraser & Castellano, 1991).
On the other hand, the favorable trait attributed to parents is “trust.” While,
positive in intent, attributing trust to parents allows school personnel to feel comfortable
continuing a hierarchical arrangement between school and parents and maintaining
established relational and pedagogical practices. In effect, believing that parents trust
teachers and schools allows teachers to sustain the status quo. Furthermore, what Mary
and Vivian call “trust” may be fear, inexperience, and lack of knowledge about how to
question teachers and school practices.

120

In sum, during the initial four months of focus group meetings, multiple
participants voicing multiple perceptions complicated the dialogue. Dialogue that began
with the intention of planning traditional events for parents that focused on transmitting
curriculum information and showcasing student performances evolved into a multifaceted
reflection on why family involvement was low. Participants expressed multiple
perspectives: the school had more pressing priorities; parents were stressed and lacking
intellectual and experiential resources; the environment of the school was unwelcoming
and culturally insensitive; there was tension between the school's responsibility for
academic progress and the need to provide a welcoming environment. In addition, the
conversations revealed two contrasting paradigms for interactions at parent-school
evenings: 1) a transmission of information from school to parents and 2) invitation for
parents to share their thinking with the school.
The theory of “third space” suggests that a collision of viewpoints as illustrated in
the discussion above has the potential to create hybridity which results in new agency. In
the next section, I examine how new events and the potential for yet unrealized
possibilities were bom from the collision of the multiple perspectives in the group.

Constructing New Possibilities: Shifting Communication
Most actions emerging from the group’s reflection served to increase
communication from school to families; one action, however, functioned to provide an
opportunity for families to communicate with the school. I will first discuss the events
that increased communication from school to families and, then, I will discuss the event
that invited families to share their ideas and concerns with the school. I want to note that
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although the later event was significant in reversing the direction of communication, it did
not represent bi-directional communication
School to Family Communication. A school newsletter constituted the first action
of the group. The reflection of participants again reflected tension about parents’
receptiveness. While one participant, responding to the idea that the newsletter be
produced in both English and Spanish, said, "I still don't think half would pay attention to
it" (Focus group, 3/1/00), another voice argued, "But there’s a lot of parents who would
like to have information and they are not getting it" (Focus group, 3/1/00). Emerging
from the collision of these perspectives was the decision to publish a newsletter, the first
of which appeared in April, 2000. During the remaining months of that year, two teacher
participants wrote and published the newspaper in a standardized format on bright orange
paper each week.
The following fall, when these teachers called attention to the significant work the
newsletter represented, dialogue in the group yielded a solution that promoted parent
involvement, namely asking several parents to xerox and distribute the letter. Julia was
able to identify three parents, one of whom had been a parent of a child in her classroom
last year. These three parents also became the parent participants discussed in Chapter 4.
Maritza assumed responsibility for training the parents, and they were paid a stipend from
the partnership.
Mary wrote in an email to Elyse and me:
... though it seems quite insignificant...at Rodriguez it is really a big
deal.. .those Latino moms that we have been talking about having help
us?!?! Well, they are now in charge of printing and distributing the
newsletter... They were introduced to the secretaries, and even welcomed
by them to some degree.. .Hopefully they may be asked to translate while
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they are there.. .1 think it is a huge step.. .it wouldn't have happened
without your nudging... (Email, 12/22/00).
This correspondence, written by a European-American, points to the significance at
Rodriguez of having "Latino moms" in charge of a school activity. It also alludes to the
underlying issue that Latino parents were not customarily made to feel comfortable or
welcomed in the office. This may, in part, have resulted from the office staff not being
able to provide the bilingual communication that parents whose primary language is
Spanish needed. Finally, the statement at the end suggests the way in which the dialogue
in the focus group provoked new thinking and agency and interrupted the status quo of
school discourse concerning parent involvement at Rodriguez. Echoing this sentiment,
school participant Linda spoke about the impetus that the partnership dialogue provided.
She said, "Maybe just the talking of [increasing parent involvement], I think it's
something we've wanted to do.. .but we're all so busy with everything else.. .the
partnership kind of focused the issue" (Interview, 4/12/00).
A second action emanating from the dialogue was that the same three parents were
asked to become parent greeters several mornings each week. Though the role of greeters
fell short of the group's vision of an ombudsperson to whom parents could turn for
language assistance and guidance in negotiating the school's bureaucracy, the greeters
provided a welcome for parents that had not existed previously.
A third action involved placing community bulletin boards in two locations in the
school with the intention of creating a more welcoming environment and increasing
communication with parents. In addition, underneath one of the bulletin boards in the
large open space in the center of the building, a station with pamphlets giving tips for
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parents in relation to children's schooling was created. Yet another idea of hanging a map
of the building's interior inside each entrance emerged from the group but was not
executed though appropriate people were identified and asked to make it. The latter
instance points to insufficient personnel and time to bring ideas to fruition.
Family to School Communication. The events that reversed the directionality of
communication between the school and parents were two family evenings, titled "Let's
Eat! Let's Talk!" Instead of the traditional parent evenings in which school personnel
provide information to parents, the focus group planned the "Let's Eat! Let's Talk!
evenings as invitations to parents to share their ideas about their child's schooling. The
first evening was for K-2 parents, the second for Grades 3-5 parents. After school and
university participants served a dinner of ziti and meatballs, interns took children to the
art room while adult family members divided into small groups to discuss four questions:
1.

What works well for your child at Rodriguez?

2.

What does not work for you and your child at Rodriguez?

3.

What would you like to see changed?

4.

What would you like to see happen that isn't happening?

The significance of these events for the present discussion is that parents provided
significant and copious feedback about what worked well for their child, what did not,
and what they would like to see changed. My fieldnotes describe "much
conversation.. .parents eagerly took turns reporting out from small group conversations."
(Fieldnotes, 11/30/00). Illustrative of how many ideas parents had to contribute is the
parent who gave the report from one of the small groups. The parent, when politely
encouraged to be conscious of the time, responded laughingly, "Oh, I thought I was the
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keynote speaker. You mean I can't have the mike for two hours?" (Fieldnotes, 11/30/00).
Parents showed how capable they were of assuming a subject position; that is, they
demonstrated that they were persons who thought about their children's experiences in
relation to school and could articulate their ideas and concerns.
The following day, Maiy, who had earlier expressed considerable skepticism,
said, "I wouldn't have believed it. It far exceeded my expectations" (Fieldnotes,
11/30/00). This statement shows the potential of a shift in Mary’s assumptions about
parents from her earlier statement that "even my most sophisticated parents wouldn't have
those kinds of questions ready..." (Focus group, 3/1/00). Tina, a fourth grade teacher
participant, exclaimed, "Wow, those parents had a lot to say!" (Fieldnotes, 1/25/01).
Feedback received from parents prompted a few immediate actions that included
improved dismissal procedures and new absorbent doormats to prevent children from
slipping and falling at the building's entrances. Furthermore, the feedback generated a
new topic for the group's reflection, namely, homework. Critical dialogue around
homework is the topic of the second language episode in this chapter.
In summary. The "Let's Eat! Let's Talk! evenings illustrate how a new entity was
bom from conflicting perspectives. New agency emerged from the hybridity created in
the dialogue group (Bhabha, 1990). Contrasting perspectives of what low-income parents
had to offer to conversation about schooling as well as contrasting views about the
directionality of family-school communication (school to parent vs. parent to school)
prompted a new format for parent evenings. The school asked parents to share their
thinking and critical perspectives rather than listen to teachers or watch performances behaviors that characterized past family evenings. The event had included dinner and
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child care and thus reflected the group's understanding of families' cultural expectations
and needs. Finally, parents had shown that they thought critically about their child's
school experience and had concerns and suggestions to offer. As a result, a shift in
teachers' assumptions about parents was evident following the family evenings.

Discourses Permeate ''Third Space"
Microanalysis reveals that discourses in society saturate the dialogue around
planning family evenings. In this section, I first show how participants drew specifically
on discourses of schooling, poverty, ethnicity, class, and family involvement as they
discussed parent evenings. Drawing on these discourses served to both limit and expand
the dialogue that occurred. I begin by providing an overview of the discourse of family
involvement and the multiple discursive threads within the broader discourse. This is
followed by a discussion of how the discourses of schooling, poverty, ethnicity, and class
are interwoven in the dialogue and shape communication between school and parents.
Finally, I explore how these discourses position people and convey and distribute power
through the ideologies or beliefs embedded in them (Fairclough, 1989).
Family Involvement.. That family involvement was the most consistent topic
throughout the time the focus group met attests to the strength of the belief that parent
involvement plays a critical role in children's academic development (Comer, 1980;
Eccles & Harold, 1996; Epstein & Dauber, 1991). Within the overarching discourse
which designates that family involvement is a powerful influence on children's academic
success, there are multiple discursive threads, each supporting a different model of family
involvement (Mattingly, Prislin, McKenzie, Rodriguez, & Kayzar, 2002; Haynes & Ben-
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Avie, 1996). Planning traditional parent evenings, newsletters, and community bulletin
boards draws on a traditional discourse of family involvement that situates parents on the
periphery of what happens at school. This discourse positions parents as needing and
wanting information. But it often embraces a hidden ideology, that involving parents is
risky, that parents' saying too much is detrimental to a well-functioning school. The
intention, thus, is to hold parents at a distance and minimize the extent to which parents
are involved in the life of the school. In contrast to this discourse are Comer's ecological
model of family-school collaboration (Comer, 1980;) as well as models that emphasize
parents as partners in their child's education (Eldridge, 2001; Haynes & Ben-Avie, 1996),
parents as people who have funds of knowledge to contribute to classroom curriculum
(Moll, et al., 1992; Willett, et al., 1999) and parents as dialogue partners in the larger
conversation about schooling (McKeown, 1998). These latter discursive threads provide
parents meaningful roles both at home and at school in relation to their child's learning.
Schooling. Supporting these various models of family involvement are discourses
of schooling. The mainstream discourse of schooling draws on a transmittal model of
learning and locates knowledge in the teacher. The discourse positions teachers as
authorities, and students (and by implication, parents) as receivers of teachers' knowledge.
Embedded in this mainstream discourse of schooling is the assumption that teachers
possess superior knowledge and ability to think critically about schools in comparison to
parents. The effect of the discourse is that parents are not asked for their ideas. The
school to family directionality of communication in most parent evenings at schools
replicates this assumption.
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An alternative discourse of schooling shaped by a constructivist theory of learning
positions teachers as learning with and from students, and by implication, parents (Meier,
1995; Grant & Vansledright, 2001; Brooks & Brooks, 1993). The assumption embedded
in this discourse is that each person is an active meaningmaker (Bruner & Haste, 1987)
and thus, students are encouraged to share their understandings, ask questions, and think
critically. Asking parents what they think draws on this alternative discourse that
understands teaching as an act of inquiring and learning with students (and parents) and
distributes knowledge among teachers, parents, and even the community in some cases.
The contrast in these two discourses reveals how discourses operate as "identity
kits" (Gee, 1999) that situate individuals or groups in relationship with one another. '
Within the traditional discourse of schooling, teachers are authorities and parent (and
students) recipients of knowledge, while in the alternative discourse of schooling,
teachers are learners and inquirers and parents (and students) are thinkers and questioners.
Poverty. Ethnicity. Class. Also shaping the dialogue around family involvement
in the context of Rodriguez School is the discourse of poverty (hooks, 2000; Shannon,
1998) which, while not monolithic, traditionally positions people earning low salaries or
receiving state and federal subsidies as possessing low intelligence and making poor life
choices. The assumption that class membership is connected with intelligence grants
people in higher classes the privilege of valuing their intelligence and, by inference, their
knowledge over that of people in lower classes. Supporting the discourse of poverty are
the discourse of individualism which attributes success to individual initiative and hard
work (Darder, 1991; Murrell, 2001) and the discourse of genetic determinism which
claims that intellectual inferiority is a result of genetic endowment (Hermstein & Murray,
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1994). These discourses locate deficits in the individual rather than in society and
contradict an alternative discourse, that claims that a person's life chances are shaped by a
complicated interweaving of a person's innate strengths, the circumstances into which a
person is bom, and the way in which the prevailing social, political, and economic system
positions groups of people in relation to one another (Shannon, 1998; Murrell & Borunda,
1999).
In addition to the discourses of schooling and poverty that participants took up,
participants with membership in the Latino community drew on discourses located in
their ethic community. Maritza and Julia drew on the discourse of schooling in Puerto
Rico, which manifests itself in parents' engaging in one-on-one interactions with teachers
as they bring their children to school. Maritza and Julia took up this discourse to
legitimate an alternative model of parent-teacher interaction and to argue with the signs
requesting family members to leave their children at the door. The signs drew on the
discourse of mainstream schooling discussed earlier, namely, that schooling is in the
hands of the teacher and parents can be mettlesome. Finally, Maritza and Julia's
familiarity with Latino family discourses (Valdes, 1996; Harry, 1992) was evident in the
dinner and childcare that accompanied the Let's Eat! Let's Talk! events.
Though discourses rooted in Puerto Rican and more broadly conceived Latino
ethnicity influenced the discussion, more significant was the way in which the discourse
of class shaped the dialogue. Class appeared to frame school participants' perceptions of
parents and confounded the thinking of even those school participants who shared
ethnicity with many of the parents as discussed in Chapter 4. School participants
described parents, even the most sophisticated parents, as not having "those kinds of
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[reflective] questions," as lacking education, and as not wanting or being able to ask
critical questions. Embedded in these descriptions are class assumptions about who has
and who asks questions.
Together the discourses of both class and ethnicity interact with each other to
produce socially dehumanizing effects on individuals or groups of people. This process is
described by Lemke when he writes:
human beings as social persons, as 'subjects'...are shaped by the way in
which we are 'interpellated' (hailed, or interrogated) by the discourse
habits of others, that is by the assumptions about what it is to be a person
(and specifically a person of a certain gender, age, class, culture and
subculture) that are projected onto us as we participate in social interaction
with others in our community (Lemke, p. 14).
Lemke's understanding of how assumptions function in discourses points to their
power to position individuals or groups as "subjects" who act and have knowledge or as
"objects" who are acted upon and to whom little knowledge is attributed. My analysis
demonstrates that participants drew on assumptions about who are subjects and who are
objects as they negotiated the topic of family involvement.
In describing parents as not having questions or ideas about their child's schooling,
teachers situated themselves as subjects and parents as objects. Teachers justified
positioning themselves as subjects in two ways: first, by asserting that parents trusted the
school and, secondly, by believing that teachers do the best they can for children. These
beliefs appear to protect teachers' sense of self and their own professionalism as well as
their existing practices and grant them the privilege of accepting parents' trust.
Murrell (2001) in developing a new model for teacher professionalism challenges
the comfort zone that believing 'we do the best we can' offers teachers, particularly in
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urban areas. Murrell quotes a college supervisor who, after observing a student teacher in
a mixed-ethnicity classroom fail to offer African-American students opportunities to talk
and hearing a cooperating teacher defend the student teacher's practice by saying, "oh
well, she is doing her best," replies, "her best is not going to be good enough" (p. 53).
Murrell's example suggests the power of the 'we do the best we can' discourse and the
potential significance of interrupting it.
In contrast, the suggestion that families have something to say and asking them
will contribute to the focus group's understanding of schooling at Rodriguez offered an
alternative to the hierarchical positioning of teachers and parents in traditional parentteacher evenings. Drawing on the alternative discourse of schooling discussed earlier and
the discursive thread within family involvement that positions parents as dialogue
partners, the suggestion to ask parents what they think represented a different distribution
of power.
Discourses as Political Texts. Lemke (1997) understands discourses as political
texts that distribute power differently and naturalize and legitimate the enactment of
different power relationships. Applied to the present analysis, the traditional discourse of
schooling, drawing on a transmittal theory of teaching, disempowers parents by giving
authoritative power to teachers and implicitly removing power from parents. It allows
teachers to assume power over parents. Conversely, the alternative discourse of
schooling, drawing on constructivist principles of learning, empowers teachers and
parents through a belief that power is not limited and can be shared. Within this discourse
is embedded the belief that each person is actively seeking to make sense of his or her
experiences and thus has questions to ask and ideas to share. Each person, intrinsically, is
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a subject with power to think and act. The shift in parent to teacher communication that
the Let’s Eat! Let’s Talk! Evenings represented drew on this discourse and disrupted the
discourse that teachers and schools are the sole authorities about schooling.
Likewise, the contrasting discourses surrounding family involvement distribute
power differently. In the traditional discourse, power is retained in the hands of the
school professionals, whereas, in the discourses which position families as collaborators,
as sources of knowledge, or as dialogue partners, power is shared among families and
school professionals. Embedded in these discourses of family involvement are beliefs
that parents are knowledgeable and concerned question-posers and thinkers. Holding this
belief about parents invites a sharing of power among teachers and parents and creates a
different way of framing parent evenings.
The beliefs embedded in the discourses of family involvement contrast
significantly with each other, and as a result, position people differently. When the
traditional discourse of family involvement interacts with discourses of poverty, class,
and traditional schooling, the combination acts to protect teachers' power and sustain the
hierarchical relationship of teacher to parent. When dialogue draws on the interplay of
only these discourses, praxis is limited to how these discourses distribute power.
When participants drew on alternative discourses, the possibilities for agency that
the group considered and enacted were expanded. Opportunities were enacted that
provided communication in both directions between the school and families rather than
the one-directional school to family communication that had occurred previously at
Rodriguez and with which schools are often more comfortable. The Let's Eat! Let's Talk!
evenings were a beginning for bi-directional dialogue though they did not extend that far.
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But they did draw on discourses that positioned parents as concerned, knowledgeable
thinkers and questioners, and in turn, the evenings expanded the discourse about parents
among participants in the group. Rather than people without ideas, parents were
perceived as people who had a great deal to say.

Dialogue Episode #2: Does School Matter?
It’s a matter of what they value... .and I don’t think that they value
education. (School participant, 1/31/00)

Dialogue Complicates Understanding
As the focus group continued to discuss family involvement, a compelling
question emerged: “Does school matter?” The question symbolized school participants'
frustration around children's failure to complete and return homework. Teachers' feelings
of disappointment over children's low return of homework included frustration over
families' apparent lack of monitoring homework. Teachers’ frustration led them to
question whether children received the message at home that “school matters.”
Feedback from the Let's Eat! Let's Talk! evenings showed that parents wanted and
expected their children to have homework. "I heard over and over again how much
parents want to be on top of homework and help their kids be responsible for it...."
(Cynthia, focus group, 1/31/01). However, the teachers' discussion in the focus group
repudiated the notion that parents' monitored children's homework efforts even though
teachers established homework routines that included expectations, folders, assignment
sheets, weekly letters, and requests for parents' signatures.
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The three parents in the focus group represented parents who monitored
homework closely. Ana described her approach to homework: "[my daughter] come
home with five homeworks and we start at 3:30 at the table, you know, my kids and me
and we finish like 5:00 or 5:30" (Focus group, 1/31/01). The other two parent
participants described similar scenarios in their homes. Ana, however, validated teachers'
frustrations when she described other parents' responses to children's homework and
school evenings. The following episode is Ana's portrayal of some parents' attitudes. A
microanalysis of the episode is found in Appendix D.
1 Ana (parent participant): They [other parents] don't care 2 they not gonna' do anything 3 I tell you - they not gonna' do anything.
4 Linda (teacher participant) : But some of them do 5 but 6 Ana: I know 7 they say, I'm not gonna' do anything 8 they don't care.
9 And no matter whatever you do - how many paper you send - [she crumples
paper]
10 they go to the trash 11 the papers go to the trash.
12 They're not gonna' do anything - nothing at all.
13 Betsy (teacher participant): Why?
14 Jake (teacher participant): So then 15 that's what we need to look at 16 how can we get that to change?
17
18
19
20
21

Ana: One thing - some parents I know that I can tell you my sister work she leaves at seven o'clock in the morning and she come back seven o'clock in
the night.
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22 Betsy: So she's tired.
23 Ana: she come back to go to sleep
24 Elyse: Um - hmm.
25 Teachers: Yea
26 Ana: you know - you think she have time to 27 she's suppose to have time 28 I know 29 well she's got to go to work the next day.
30 I tell her 31 you just go to school at least one a month 32 I can't - that's all she say 33 I can't
34 and she not gonna' change 35 she not gonna' do anything.
36 Elyse: Um - hmm.
37Ana: She's not gonna' do anything.
38 Mr. Ortiz (principal): In response to that,
391 think that therefore
40 we have to be very careful
41 and very purposeful
42 with what we ask parents to look at - to read - to respond to 43 that's our part 44 and we also have to tell parents
45 what are the consequences of not [supporting children's learning]... (Focus
group, 1/31/01)
Ana sets herself apart from parents who are not present and substantiates teachers'
perceptions that parents' life circumstances do not allow for the kind of participation
teachers expect. Ana translates parents' not doing anything into "they don't care." She
appears to equate parents' failure to participate in school-related activities (supervising
homework, reading letters that children bring home, or attending parent evenings) with
not caring. However, she does not supply a direct object for 'they don't care,' which
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leaves it open to interpretation and the assumptions that other participants or the reader
brings to the dialogue. What is it parents don't care about - their children, school in
general, or doing the particular tasks that schools expect of parents? It appears to me that
not caring about their children is too broad an interpretation. Ana uses her sister as an
example of someone who is too tired upon returning from work to do specific tasks such
as attending a parent evening. Thus, I choose to interpret the object of'they don't care' to
be the particular tasks that schools expect of parents. But it is a statement that also invites
broader interpretations from the person hearing or reading it. In line 4, teacher participant
Linda qualifies Ana's generalization by defending some parents. However, her defense is
qualified by the "but" in line 5 that indicates that Linda also acknowledges the
disappointing, parallel reality that Ana states.
Ana illustrates her viewpoint by using her sister as an example. The phrase "I can
tell you" in line 19 indicates that Ana trusts the other participants sufficiently to share
with them her sister's attitude. Six times she repeats that other parents, including her
sister, are not going to do anything. Each time, her tone is emphatic. She explains that, in
her sister's case, it is because her sister is too tired after a long day of work. According to
Ana, her sister is not going to change.
Jake's response, in line 16, to how Ana portrays other parents illustrates his
interest in finding ways to get parents to change. Implicit in his statement is a willingness
to be an agent of change, but this willingness is accompanied by identifying parents'
behavior as needing to change. School participants vacillated between reflecting on
school and their own practices and targeting parents as falling short of expected
behaviors.
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A commitment to change seemed to be a double-edged sword in the focus group.
On one hand, this commitment served as a point of connection for participants. Lisa
explained, "[The focus group] makes you see that people [focus group participants] are
trying to make things different" (Interview, 11/7/00). Elyse described the group as having
"a sense of purpose and wanting to go someplace" (Conversation, 2/16/00). This desire to
bring about change served as a cohesive force among participants in the dialogue
(Sidorkin, 1999). On the other hand, wanting to bring about change can also be a ’powerover-others' or controlling strategy when dialogue locates the problem in others. In
relation to homework, participants' clearly desired to bring about change, but they located
the essence of the problem in parents' behavior. And parents who did not monitor their
children's homework were not represented in the conversation. Therefore, it appears that
wanting to bring about change forged a connection among participants in the dialogue,
but change possibilities involved power-over-others strategies, and those who were
perceived as needing to change were not represented in the conversation. If parents who
find it difficult to fulfill teachers’ expectations around homework had been participants in
the dialogue, there would have been the possibility of working with parents to rethink
homework in relation to parents’ lives.
Mr. Ortiz’s response in lines 38-45 demonstrates a measured, self-reflective
response. He suggests that, considering what Ana has said, the school needs to be "very
careful and very purposeful" in making requests and having expectations of parents. His
response shows respect for parents' lives and an understanding that building home-school
interactions requires mutual consideration and change. Lines 38-39 also validate what a
parent has expressed and, in so doing, contribute to building parity. At the same time, his
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statement in lines 44-45 demonstrate a belief that there are consequences if parents are
not actively involved in children's school life. He appears to remain true to his own
standards and, at the same time, to suggest modifications in school practice as a result of
hearing Ana's description of parents' ability to respond to school expectations.
At this point, the inquiry that began as a discussion of homework shifts to a
discussion of how parents demonstrate to children that school matters. In the following
reflection, Elyse takes the side of busy parents and questions what it is parents must do to
give the message that school matters. She says,
I have not been a real involved parent in my kids' school, but I think.. I've
been able to give my kids the message that school matters, and I do make
sure they get their homework done.. .but...I'm not always the parent who
gets the thing back signed... so I think .. .trying to shift some of the
expectation around what is it you want back - is what you really want a
supportive environment where parents are supporting the kids work, and
saying, yes it matters. I want you to do a good job and have a good
attitude about school and [school] matters...do you have to have a lot of
stuff come back in order for that to happen? Some of it is attitudinal.
(Focus group, 1/31/00)
Drawing on her own experience as a parent of school-age children, she intimates that
parents do not always perform in ways that schools consider optimal. Elyse's statement is
closely related to Mr. Ortiz's reflection about the school needing to give careful
consideration to what it asks parents to do.
Nevertheless, teacher participants persist in wanting parents to show through their
actions that school matters. Linda explains,
actions speak louder than words.. .you let [children] know with your
actions that school is important.. .you can tell them 'til you're blue in the
face but if you don't check their backpacks, if you don't check their
homework, if you don't go to school, don't give them space to work, your
actions are saying to them, it's not [important] - that's what the majority of
our kids are getting." (Focus group, 1/31/00)
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Teachers insist that what parents do gives children the message “school matters.” Linda
attributes children not returning completed homework to parents' failure to check
backpacks and homework assignments and to provide a designated space at home for
doing homework.
Particpants' discussion about parents' actions extends to responsibility for supplies
that children need to do their homework. One school participant notes that "if you send
certain homework home you have to buy the pencil [to send home with them]" (Focus
group, 1/31/01). Another participant relates not asking her first graders to do any
coloring, cutting, or pasting for homework, because of not being able to depend on
children having the necessary supplies at home.
Sharing the example of a teacher who had created writing boxes for her students
(Edwards & Maloy, 1992), Elyse suggests creating homework boxes for children to take
home as a "way of helping parents say school matters." One teacher responds, "I think
that [writing boxes] is a good idea, cause.. .1 think these kids have a hard time getting
supplies. And.. .1 have to tell you that I'm buying all of them right now, and it's killing
me" (Focus group, 1/31/01). The last sentence reflects data provided to Time magazine
by Quality Education Data that “teachers nationwide spend more than $1 billion a year of
their own money on supplies for their classrooms, especially if they teach in poorly
financed schools” (Nieto, 2003, p. 4). But another participant questions whether creating
homework boxes, with help perhaps from a business partner, sends the desired message.
She asks, "Are we assuming that [parents] can't [provide supplies]?" The question is
followed by a participant suggesting, "that could be a class thing too" (Focus group.
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1/31/01). “A class thing” alludes to the fact that most teachers are part of the middle class
just as schools are middle class institutions, and students at Rodriguez were from poor
and working class families. All students qualified for the federal free lunch program.
The group debates whether expecting parents to provide supplies for their children is
honoring parents or asking too much of them and not respecting their economic
circumstances.
The group's reflections are further complicated when Mr. Ortiz contrasts the ways
of thinking and acting in Puerto Rico and the United States:
In Puerto Rico, even the poorest person gets good backpacks and pencils
and crayons. It's a show - who can get the best materials - and parents are
expected - it does not matter how poor you are - that's a priority. Yet we
come here [United States], and...they have to be given everything. (Focus
group, 1/31/01)
The use of "they" in the last sentence demonstrates that Mr. Ortiz disassociates himself
with those who "have to be given everything," which points again to the class distinctions
that exist between the student/family community and the teacher/administrator
community even when ethnicity is shared. At the same time, however, he has shared
cultural knowledge and complicated the discussion by suggesting that parents are
accustomed to enacting different standards in Puerto Rico.
Jake, a kindergarten teacher, articulates his personal struggle to figure out why
children don't have what they need at home to complete homework. He explains,
I know that most of these parents have the money. It's a matter of what
they value. They're buying their kids Nintendo, and four and five-year
olds have their own TV - they're valuing those things more than
pencils.. .they have the money...it's just - what do they value? And I don't
think that they value education. (Focus group, 1/31/00)
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Jake names the issue as parents' not valuing schooling which is another way of saying
“school doesn't matter.” Reminiscent of the phrase "they don't care," the statement "I
don't think that they value education" also attributes negative attitudes to parents and
places the blame on families.
Participants’ multiple viewpoints have complicated a discussion about parents'
responsibilities toward supporting children's homework. Although teachers have insisted
that children's completion of homework is connected to parents' actions, a parent
participant has vividly reported to the group that parents are not going to participate in
ways that teachers and schools expect. The principal has suggested a rethinking of what
schools and teachers ask of parents, and a university educator has suggested supplying
children with homework boxes so they have the supplies they need. This later suggestion
has prompted participants to raise the following questions: Does providing supplies for
homework help build a culture that “school matters” by giving children what they need?
Or does it detract from building a culture that “school matters” by diminishing a family's
responsibility for buying the supplies necessary for children to do their homework? And
which practice honors families?
This question of what practices honor families continued to be asked as the
dialogue moved to a discussion of teachers’ posting a wish list for classroom supplies.
The discussion began with Elyse wondering if schools fail to give parents sufficient
opportunities to contribute, and this is followed by a suggestion:
Elyse: Is it that "we don't give the parents the chance, the power [to
contribute"]? ... .A lot of times you have parents and they don't know how
they want to be involved, or they don't see a way that they can be
involved. But one great way.. .is to say we're trying to get one or two
parent volunteers for each classroom who are willing to call parents when
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we have things on our wish list that we need. For example, would you
throw an extra box of Kleenex in your grocery cart next week and send
them into school?... .or our classroom's always low on pencils - if you are
out and you see pencils on sale.. .would you send in twenty pencils?
(Focus group, 1/31/01)
Elyse’s suggestion is rooted in the premise that it is helpful when schools provide
multiple avenues for parent involvement (Chavkin, 1993). Immediately following Elyse's
suggestion, two teacher participants related stories of asking parents for supplies and
receiving generous responses. One teacher wonders, "Are we assuming that [parents]
can't [be helping a bit more] without trying it out" (Focus group, 1/31/01)?
Elyse returned to this question at the next meeting of the focus group, at which
time, Mary, who had been absent from the previous meeting, presented an opposing *
perspective:
Elyse: I thought one of the interesting things that came up in the last
meeting was the discovery that we were holding some assumptions about
parents that maybe were just that - assumptions - and not very critically
thought out. Notions about what we could expect from parents as far as
contributing or taking part in school life, their role in homework.
Mary: I wasn't here for the discussion.... I think your discussion was
probably honoring parents... .But.. .1 was horrified by the wish list idea
from the standpoint of - parents in [wealthier communities] are not asked
to bring in Kleenex for their kids, to bring in extra markers for their kids,
to bring in materials and supplies for the classrooms. They are supplied
by the district, and I think it is blatantly unfair for us to ask that of parents
- especially parents who are, in many cases, struggling to just get by,
and... my feeling is - a lot of them would buy the two boxes of Kleenex
and send them into school before they'd leave them at home for their
family. (Focus group, 2/28/01)
Later, Mary clarifies that she is not questioning "the expectation that every kid should
%

have access to crayons and pencils and paper at home - but I just have problems with
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bringing it over to expecting them to supply it for school as well" (Focus group,
12/28/01).
She has challenged the group's dialogue about asking parents to provide supplies
for the school, which other participants had proposed as a way of involving parents.
Mary’s perspective has added another level of consideration - the systemic inequality of
school supplies (and school practices, in general), and the systemic bias that the inequality
reflects. The scarcity of supplies and materials, created by inadequate funding and the
role of bureaucracy in urban schools, is a long-standing reality (Weiner, 1999).
Later that day, Mary wrote to me:
You have no idea of the disparities... Teachers buy pencils, crayons,
marker, oaktag, kleenex, pocket folders, file folders, binders,
notebooks... .we don't have enough chairs.. .the 4th and 5th grade teachers
want desks instead of the broken tables.. .there are no desks in the
building... .We never get any money to buy sets of classroom books or
individual books we need for our class... We have little or no audio-video
equipment... The MAJOR disparities are in staffing.. .That's one of the
reasons I was having difficulty with asking our business partner for these
homework [writing] boxes... we should be asking them for books,
materials, supplies, tutors, mentors.... The disparities are huge!!!! (Email,
2/16/01)
She is uncomfortable with the idea of asking community business partners for something
as mundane as supplies for homework boxes when the needs at the school are so glaring.
It is significant that the group, at this point in the dialogue, talked about the
systemic injustice of how resources are distributed among schools. As Murrell and
Borunda (1998) discuss, there has been profound silence around issues of social justice in
the school-partnership initiatives. Also significant, however, is the realization that the
group did not pursue the dialogue further by engaging in ongoing reflection or political
activity around the injustice.
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Constructing New Possibilities: Limited Agency
As they struggled to understand why children fail to do homework and whose
responsibility it is to provide resources at home and school, focus group participants
completed only one action during the time of the study. This action was to order
homework folders for all students for the following year. The folders were intended to
support students’ organization of homework and advance the idea that homework is
important.
In addition to this action, considerable planning occurred but was not completed.
A subcommittee was formed to create homework guidelines for the school and to plan a
family evening for the Fall that was to focus on effective ways to support children’s
homework efforts. In order to encourage children to have a designated space at home
plans included having all children draw a picture of the area where they did their
homework (Wood, 2000). The pictures of the students' homework spaces were to be
displayed at the homework evening. School participants talked about encouraging
teachers to take time at the beginning of the year to teach children how to complete
homework successfully. And as the dialogue shows, the group discussed homework
boxes but did not act on them.
The limited nature of the action in this dialogue episode appears to have at least
three explanations. One explanation is that participants drew on only middle class, school
discourses that did not provide sufficient different perspectives for a collision that
generated new ways of thinking. A second explanation is that the discourses available
were fused with values of class, thus producing a kind of social antagonism between
participants and families who were the objects of the discussion. These explanations will
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be discussed in the next section. A third explanation is that a change of leadership
occurred at the end of the school year, and this change effected partnership morale and
the initiatives that were planned. I discuss this last explanation in the following
paragraphs.
Mr. Ortiz's resignation, occurring under pressure from the superintendent, had a
profound effect on the morale of the faculty and interrupted the partnership relationship
that had developed. The new principal, Mr. Christodoulo, appointed during the summer,
did not return phone calls from the university participants during the summer and early
fall. Contributing to this lack of response may have been the fact that the partnership was
not institutionalized by a structure of governance between the school and university.
Rather the partnership was grounded in relationships that had been built between Elyse
and me and school participants and governed only by the goals and conditions of the
grant. Thus, the less than binding nature of the partnership may have placed the
partnership low on the list of priorities that demanded the new principal's attention.
During Fall 2001, it became clear that building a collaborative working relationship with
Mr. Christodoulo would require time and the creation of a shared agenda. As one teacher
participant said, "I don't know where we're going" (Focus group, 11/14/01). This sense of
having lost direction descended on both school and university participants.
Moreover, the appointment of the new principal interrupted the leadership roles
that teacher participants in the partnership were assuming. These leadership roles were
still tentative, non-institutionalized, and contingent on the former principal's endorsement.
They had developed out of the focus group dialogue and were encouraged and supported
by Mr. Ortiz. With the advent of a new principal, teachers were fearful of taking
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initiative and stepped back from leadership roles until they understood and felt
comfortable with the new principal's style and goals. Therefore, the change in leadership
had considerable effect on the partnership's planning efforts that were to be enacted in
Fall 2001. The words of a teacher participant express the effect on morale: "The energy's
gone.. .the air's gone out.. .last year, it felt like a balloon was inflating, and then it just
burst" (Focus group, 10/30/01).

Discourses Permeate “Third Space”
The discussion of the data has shown that there was uncertainty among
participants about how to promote the message “school matters.” Does expecting parents
to assume the responsibility for buying supplies for homework help parents to say,
“school is important,” or does the schools' supplying homework boxes demonstrate to
families and children that homework and, by implication, school matters? To what extent
do these practices respect the life circumstances of families and honor families' selfrespect? On one hand, as a university educator suggested, "In a lot of ways, you honor
families by asking them and assuming that they can [provide supplies]" (Focus group,
1/31/01). On the other hand, participants recognized the limited financial resources of
most families in the school; providing supplies for homework seemed to respect that
reality. These questions draw on a variety of discourses in our society - discourses about
self-reliance and responsibility for the community, fair distribution of resources,
homework as a practice, and class. As I show in the remainder of this chapter,
understanding these discourses is a way of understanding the dialogue.

146

Self-Reliance and Responsibility for the Community. The dilemma is saturated
with the conflicting discourses of self-reliance and responsibility for the community, two
discourses deeply ingrained in our national consciousness. Alexis de Tocqueville, writing
in 1835 and 1840, found both of these discourses strikingly present in the concept of
democracy in the United States (Bellah, 1985). Robert Bellah describes them as "habits
of the heart" that arise from "habitual practices with respect to such things as religion,
political participation, and economic life" (p. 37). The discourse of self-reliance is
closely associated with beliefs about the individual as a separate entity responsible for self
and about success as a condition earned through individual merit. Bellah describes these
beliefs as instrumental in the social, political, and economic history of our country,
having been illustrated early in our national discourse in the life and writings of Benjamin
Franklin. Likewise, Bellah sees responsibility for the community as a discourse in which
is embedded an ideology of compassion, closely associated with the early ChristianJudaic mores of the founding fathers. This sense of responsibility for the welfare of the
community is manifested in the numerous philanthropic organizations and venues for
contributing to the common good in our society; in the twentieth century, the discourse
became institutionalized as part of our federal government in a system of public welfare.
These discourses of self-reliance and responsibility to the community competed
with one another in the group’s discussion of whether to supply children with homework
boxes. On one hand, participants wanted to give families the opportunity to be selfreliant; on the other hand they wanted to be compassionate and provide the needed tools.
The desire to give families the opportunity to be self-reliant is complicated. The dialogue
shows participants wanting both to honor and foster parents' self-reliance. There is a

147

difference. Honoring parents' self-reliance reflects a respect for parents and a sense of
parity. Wanting to foster parents' self-reliance involves participants' assuming a role of
power and responsibility over parents by the desire to influence parents’ behavior.
Further complicating participants’ desire to give families the opportunity to be
self-reliant is the belief that being self-reliant often requires individual sacrifice and
effort. Jake’s questioning whether parents value education comes out of this discourse.
For him, valuing education requires a commitment of financial resources, time, and effort
to children’s homework efforts. For some participants, having the school and business
partners provide the supplies that children need to do their homework seemed to
contradict this belief in individual sacrifice and effort and to support what Maritza
described as a "give me, give me, give me because I deserve it without having to do
anything about it" attitude (Focus group, 3/1/00). This attitude is pejoratively attributed
to people who receive welfare and live, according to some people’s perceptions, as
though receiving subsidies from the state is a right to be exploited. As professionals in a
middle-class, mainstream institution, school participants, even one such as Maritza who
shares ethnicity with many of the parents, are wary of freely supplying what, traditionally,
individual families have been expected to provide. Giving homework boxes to children
is, therefore, associated with enacting the discourse of welfare and threatens the discourse
of self-reliance and individual responsibility, which, in most cases, has worked for middle
class teachers. Yet, their compassion and responsibility to the community manifests itself
in suggesting that the school find ways to provide children with homework boxes.
The dialogue begs the question. How do you balance honoring and fostering selfreliance with compassion and a sense of responsibility for those in the community who
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are not enacting behavior expected by the institution? Bellah (1985) musing on this
question writes, "We need to reach common understandings about distributive justice [i.e.] an appropriate sharing of economic resources - which must in turn be based on
conceptions of a substantively just society.” Reaching a common understanding of
distributive justice, however, has eluded our nation, in part, because of the existence of
these contrasting discourses. Given the historical significance of these discourses in our
country, it is not surprising that the tension between self-reliance and communal
responsibility saturated the perspectives shared in the focus group around homework
boxes.
Similarly, these discourses caused participants to question how to build a culture
that communicates to children that “school matters.” On the one hand, providing
homework boxes seems to be a way of assuring that students have what they need to do
their homework even as it models for parents the tools that children need for homework.
It potentially supports parents in giving the message that “school matters.” As a
university educator said, "It's part of the way of helping parents say “school matters”
(Focus group, 1/31/01). Providing homework boxes supports Murrell & Borunda's (1998)
assertion that social justice is about equalizing children's life chances, rather than simply
about providing equal education. Likewise, supplying homework boxes actualizes in a
positive way the national discourse of schooling taken up in the title of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001.
On the other hand, participants believed that supplying homework boxes had the
potential to detract from parents’ assuming the kind of behavior that would demonstrate
to teachers and their children that “school matters.” Families’ making sacrifices and
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exerting the effort to supply children with the tools to do their homework represented a
commitment by families that teachers viewed as important. The conflict between the
discourses of self-reliance and responsibility for the community lay unresolved.
Distribution of Resources. The discourses surrounding distribution of resources is
a topic that I cannot adequately discuss in the space and time available. But a few of the
dominant discourses in our country are noteworthy - that unequal resources are inherent
in a capitalist economic system, a person’s earnings are commensurate with one’s effort
and motivation, and unemployment is necessary to our economy. Counterbalancing the
belief that it is natural for people to have unequal resources is the humanitarian belief that
everyone should have what they need to live.
As participants considered asking parents to supplement classroom supplies
participants were drawing on the discourse that unequal resources are natural and
inevitable. By suggesting the posting of a wish list, they were proposing a way around
the taken-for granted assumption that urban schools have fewer resources than non-urban
schools. This does not mean they were not troubled by the unequal distribution of
resources, but they accepted it as “the way things are.”
Mary responded to the idea of wish lists by questioning the unequal distribution of
resources. Her opposition to the belief that unequal distribution is justified made her
indignant. Her resistance drew on a discourse of social justice, in which is embedded a
belief that resources should be equal. Mary's perspective insisted that we recognize the
ideology of inequality embedded in the discourse of schooling (Kozol, 1992, 1995;
Murrell & Borunda, 1998; Weiner, 1999).
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Though the social justice discourse that Mary drew on provided a different
perspective and interrupted the notion of teachers’ creating wish lists, it did not provide
the impetus for the group to act to change the unequal distribution of resources. This
would require political action at the level of the school district, city and state. Teachers
did not perceive this to be in their purview or power. Again, the discourse is that “urban
schools are run by bureaucracies that function quite poorly and are cut off from the
communities they are supposed to serve” (Weiner, 1999, p. 14). Acceptance of this
discourse leaves educators with a sense of powerlessness and circumscribed possibilities
of being change agents in relation to the social injustices of school systems.
Homework. Homework, "tasks assigned to students by school teachers that are
meant to be carried out during non-school hours" (Cooper, 1989, p. 7) has since early in
the twentieth century been deemed an important venue for reinforcing newly acquired
skills or extending recent learning (LaConte, 1981). Kralovec & Buell (2000) invariably
received the response "Homework is good for kids" when they asked parents about
homework (p. x). Though there is inconclusive evidence that homework effects student
achievement (Clark, 1993; Cooper, 1989; Cooper, et al., 1998; LaConte, 1981),
nevertheless, "It's a tradition... .Parents expect their children to have homework, and tend
to regard teachers and schools that do not assign homework as inferior" (LaConte, 1981,
p. 18). Teachers and parents consider it a good discipline; a means for developing
personal attributes such as organization, responsibility, independence and initiative; and a
way of helping parents know what their children are learning. A recent belief embedded
in the discourse of homework is that “the behavior of parents toward their children can
have a powerful effect on their children’s home-study practices and school achievement”
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(Clark, 1993, p. 85). As a result, there has been increased focus on the parental behaviors
that support children’s successful completion of homework. Among those behaviors
identified is parents’ provisions for materials, quiet space, and appropriate support and
monitoring of child’s homework (Clark, 1993).
Thus, the school participant’s focus on homework and their conflicted response
around whose responsibility it is to provide children with the supplies they need to do
their homework drew on the discourse that homework is important to students’ success
and that parents' behavior effects a child’s successful completion of homework.
Likewise, each of the three parent participants had rules and expectations around
homework; they guided and monitored the homework activities of their children
carefully.
At one point during the dialogue around homework, Mr. Ortiz asked teachers to
consider assigning homework that required higher-level thinking skills as opposed to
assignments that merely reinforced skills through practice. He drew on a progressive
discourse of learning, namely, that learning and, by implication, homework is more
effective if it engages the student in higher level thinking skills such as problem-solving,
applying knowledge, or thinking critically, rather than the traditional focus on
memorization and practice. Mr. Ortiz also showed some freedom from the dominant
discourse of homework when, upon listening to Ana describe her sister as coming home
so tired that she “not gonna’ do anything” (Focus group, 1/31/01), Mr. Ortiz suggested
that the school needed to be thoughtful about what they expected from parents. These
were the two evidences of rethinking homework, reflecting an argument for reform of
homework made by Kralovec and Buell (2000), who raise serious questions about the
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strains that homework places on families and the restrictions homework places on healthy
development of the whole child. At the same time however, Mr. Ortiz noted that parents
needed to understand that the school held students, and by implication, parents
accountable. For him, homework as a discipline did matter. He equated students having
homework with the professional adult taking a briefcase of work home for the evening.
Homework was a habit that helped to prepare children to be effective in the workplace.
What is particular significant in analyzing the discussions about homework is that
school and parent participants shared and enacted the same discourses and expectations,
with the exception of the rethinking that Mr. Ortiz offered. Unfortunately, parents who
did not monitor their children's homework or provide the necessary supplies were not
represented in the focus group. Thus, the discourses they were drawing on were not
represented and went unknown. It seems to me that, as Bhabha (1996) suggests, the lack
of these discourses meant that collisions between perspectives with the potential to
produce new agency did not occur. This is discussed further in the following section.
Class and Schools. Lastly, the dialogue shows class as a discourse of power and
privilege that generates social antagonism (hooks, 2000; Kadi, 1996). Schools were
founded as institutions built on the value that middle class people place on academic
learning. Schools are also “power-full institutions,” created by the state in the nineteenth
century to instill middle class values (Connell, 2000). Connell writes:
From this history, public schools and their working-class clientele inherit a
deeply ambivalent relationship. On the one hand, the school embodies
state power... .On the other hand, the school system has become the main
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bearer of working-class hopes for a better future, especially where the
hopes of unionism or socialism have died. Hence the dilemma .. of
working-class parents who want educational advancement for their
children but cannot deploy the techniques or resources called for by the
school, (p. 470)
The dialogue episode I have analyzed in this section illustrates this ambivalent
relationship. Teachers, as middle class professionals working within an institution shaped
by middle class values, expect families to measure up to certain expectations and beliefs
that are embedded in the discourse of schooling. In this episode, these beliefs included
monitoring and providing supplies for homework. In many cases, poor and working class
families have neither the material resources nor the experiential knowledge that allow
them to perform in ways that schools expect. This results in a polarization or social
antagonism between parents and teachers based on class difference (Bhabha, 1996).
Symbolizing this antagonism is the absence of parent participants in the focus
group who neither monitored their children's homework nor provided supplies. Because
these parents were not participants in the focus group, their discourses were not available
to the group. Consequently, discourses were limited to the discourses of school and
V
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university participants and parents who enacted the middle class behaviors expected, and
the potential collision between different points of view and the negotiation between those
points of view that might have yielded new world views did not occur. Instead of being
participants, parents who were not able to perform in the way schools expected were the
objects of discussion, and the middle class participants were subjects attempting to think
for and about them.
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Conclusion
The two dialogue incidents discussed in this chapter complicated participants’
understanding of the issues surrounding family involvement. In the first episode, the
struggle to conceptualize family evenings elicited different perspectives about what
parents had to offer. These perspectives and the discourses shaping them collided and
produced action that shifted the direction of communication from families to school and,
at least immediately after the events, appeared to shift the perceptions of teachers about
parents’ capacity to voice concerns and ideas. In this episode the locus of change was
school practice. By changing the directionality of communication at the Let’s Eat! Let’s
Talk! parent evenings, parents were positioned as subjects who had ideas and concerns.
The second episode, a discussion symbolized by the question, “Does school
matter?” revolved around several issues: parents’ supporting children’s homework; whose
responsibility it is to provide resources at home and school; and what practices honor
families. Though the discussion complicated participants’ thinking about the issues,
reflection resulted in minimal action. The collisions of perspectives that did occur around
homework boxes and the idea of a wish list produced no agency. Three explanations for
the lack of agency seem plausible and may have interacted: 1) agency was limited by the
availability of only middle class perspectives among participants; 2) the discourses
available were fused with values of class, thus producing a kind of social antagonism
between participants and the families being discussed; and 3) a change in leadership at the
school effected morale and agency. In this episode the locus of change was parents'
behavior. Parents who enacted the problem behaviors were not participants in the
conversation, but rather objects of discussion.
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CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Discourses both name and make sense of social relationships and
behaviour. In assigning meaning and causes to situations and actions, they
shape the ways we think of, and react to, aspects of the social world.
However, all discourses are not equal, for institutional and social structures
enable some discourses to be more influential, or considered more 'natural'
and legitimate, than others. The views of powerful social groups within
society are more likely to gain legitimacy. Conversely, the perspectives of
subordinate groups are likely to be marginalised... (Duncan & Edwards,
1999, p. 23)
The general goal of this dissertation study has been to understand the possibilities
and challenges of dialogue in a focus group created within a school-university
partnership. In particular, my purpose has been to use the metaphor and conceptual lens
of "third space" to show how dialogue complicated understanding through the collision of
perspectives and, in some cases, produced hybridity that resulted in new forms of agency.
I have used dialogue as a term that includes both reflection and action, thus closely
allying it with Paulo Freire's notion of praxis. By conducting ethnographic research
during focus group meetings, I have investigated the role of dialogue in the partnership
and the possibilities for new understanding and agency that the dialogue reveals.
Specifically, I have looked at how parity was and was not constructed among participants,
and how the multiple voices produced a complexity of understanding that had the
potential to create new agency. In addition, I have brought the theoretical constructs of
"third space" and societal discourses to my analysis in order to illuminate the data, and in
the process, I have shown how societal discourses permeate "third space" and have the
potential to expand or limit the reflection and action in a dialogue process.
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In this final chapter, I discuss conclusions that can be drawn from this study by
relating the findings presented in my two data analysis chapters to the study's conceptual
framework. I, then, discuss the implications of this study for the development of schooluniversity partnerships and further research.

"Third Space:" Collision of Discourses
"Third space" has served as the central metaphor and concept in this dissertation.
I have, in addition, brought the notion of discourses to the concept of "third space" and
used them as dual, but overlapping, lenses through which to examine the process of
dialogue in the focus group. This is to say, I have found it significant in discussing “third
space” as a theoretical construct to also talk about the societal discourses that permeate
the multiple perspectives that constitute "third space."
Metaphorically, the focus group was a "third space," away from classroom and
university life, and yet a space where classroom and university issues converged. The
focus group was neither school nor university but rather its own entity into which
participants stepped and in which participants met each other in an out-of-the-ordinary
way. The camivalesque, or out-of-the-ordinary, nature of the space and time appeared to
support the dialogue and contribute to school and university participants' enjoyment of the
encounter. Moreover, the space, both in terms of time and place, allowed for out-of-theordinary interactions between school and university educators, and later among educators,
parents and community members. Theoretically, Bakhtin and Bhabha's construct of
«

"third space," as the interaction of multiple perspectives that collide and have the potential
to create new agency, became a lens through which to look at the data. As Figure 1
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illustrates, "third space" provides a framework for understanding dialogue across
difference. Individuals or groups brought different perspectives to the focus group and
the collision of these multiple perspectives created hybridity, or a negotiated and new
consciousness. The hybrid consciousness has the potential to produce new agency or
actions that were not in individual repertoires.
Bringing the notion of discourses to bear on the theoretical construct of "third
space," has allowed me, in this dissertation, to show how the multiple perspectives in the
focus group represented societal discourses. Discourses create individual and groups’
thinking and acting; and, reciprocally, individuals and groups create discourses. Thus, the
multiple perspectives that are shared and collide in "third space" are shaped by the
discourses circulating in society. This can be pictured as discourses permeating the
multiple viewpoints that are spoken and acted in "third space," or as
perspectives/discourses circulating and colliding in a "third space" context. Significant to
this study is that discourses act as political texts, situating individuals and groups in
relative positions of power and privilege.
In the first episode discussed in Chapter 5, participants shared different
conceptualizations of family events based on contrasting discourses of parent
involvement and beliefs about what parents had to offer. One conceptualization of family
events was that the school invite parents to the school to inform them about the
curriculum, their child's classroom, or school policies. This conceptualization positions
school personnel as experts or authorities who have information or knowledge to give to
parents and situates parents as passive receivers. Because knowledge and power are
understood as inextricably linked (Foucault, 1980; Tofifler, 1990), this conceptualization
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of family events positions school personnel as subjects of the event with parents as
objects of teachers' knowledge. An alternative viewpoint was that the school invite
parents to share their perspectives on what was working and not working for their child in
relation to school. This conceptualization situates parents as having knowledge to share
with school personnel and thus positions parents as subjects rather than objects. By
creating parents as subjects, this discourse circulates power among parents and school
personnel though it does not disrupt the powerful authority of the school as an institution
with power over children and families.
Informing these contrasting perspectives about family events were discourses of
parent involvement that position parents in relation to schools on a continuum ranging
from "parents as have nothing to offer or say" to "parents as the problem" to "parents as
funds of knowledge and dialogue partners." Embedded in the discourses of parent
involvement are beliefs about parents. In the focus group, participants often took up the
dominant discourse about urban parents which frames them as: poor, irresponsible,
Latino, Black, and/or English language learners; ethnicity, class, and language are
intermingled in this discourse. Drawing on this discourse of urban parents, participants
described parents as not having questions or ideas about their child's schooling, but,
rather, as trusting teachers and the school. Believing that parents trust the school allows
teachers to maintain practices and the assurance that they, teachers, are "doing the best
they can." The concept of inviting parents to communicate their concerns and ideas about
schooling suggested that hearing what parents had to say would be beneficial to the
school and to the group's reflection. Embedded in this perspective, was a belief about
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people of any class, ethnicity, or race as meaning-makers and thinkers with questions to
ask and ideas to share.
Both conceptualizations represented one-way communication between school and
families, but asking parents to share their perspectives constituted a shift in direction: of
family to school rather than school to family. The Let’s Eat! Let's Talk! events were an
invitation to parents to share concerns and make suggestions about their child's schooling;
they positioned parents as subjects. Although this alternative conceptualization of family
evenings expanded the discourses that the group could take up, and the collision of
discourses resulted in a new kind of agency, the binary nature of the conceptualization of
family events was limited by the perspectives/discourses available to the group.
As I will discuss in the next section, neither parents nor community members were
participants in the first year of the focus group. Had participants from these groups been
part of the dialogue, they would have likely brought other perspectives/discourses about
family events. Perhaps other collisions would have resulted in opportunities for bi¬
directional dialogue between parents and school personnel, multi-directional dialogue
among teachers, administrators, parents, and community members, or a reimagining of
parent evenings in ways unconceived in existing discourses. In the next section, I draw
conclusions about the meaning of participation.

Participation and Discourses in "Third Space"
In the preceding section, I have suggested that the possibilities for understanding
%

and agency were both expanded and limited by the participants in the dialogue. The
theory of "third space" suggests it is the collision of multiple viewpoints that produces
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hybridity with the potential to create novel action. Because participants are
spokespersons for discourses circulating in society, the greater the breadth of
participation, the wider the range of discourses available. Therefore, participation
matters. Moreover, breadth of participation matters.
In the dialogue episode symbolized by the question "Does school matter?" the data
illustrated the absence of discourses outside the discourse of schooling which claims that
"homework is good for kids" and "parental support is important to children's successful
completion of homework." Though studies are inconclusive in linking homework with
increased achievement, the belief remains and is widely accepted that children learn more
when they do schoolwork at home. How much and what kind of support children should
be given in doing homework is more contested.
The group's reflections about homework targeted what teachers and the school
might do differently to "teach homework" in school and how teachers might educate
parents about supporting children in doing homework. A significant part of the reflection
involved participants questioning whose responsibility it is to provide the supplies that
children need to do their homework. If the school with the help of business partners were
to provide homework boxes for children, would this be respectful of parents and their
financial resources, or would this practice detract from parents' self-reliance and
responsibility for modeling for children that "school matters?" This conundrum was not
resolved during the time the focus group met, but analysis illuminated how the discourses
available to the group were limited to the closely linked discourses of schooling and
%

middle-class parenting.
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During some of the reflection episodes, three parents were participants, but they,
too, took up the middle class discourses of homework and parenting. These parents
conscientiously monitored their children’s homework and described "other" parents as not
caring and not willing to do what schools expect because of being tired from work.
Parents who did not successfully monitor their children's homework or provide needed
supplies were not represented among the participants in the focus group; they were not
subjects who shared their viewpoints. Rather, these parents were objectified and made
objects of the discussion, creating a social antagonism or binary opposition between
participants and the families whose behaviors were being discussed. Participants
perceived themselves as valuing school in both their personal and professional lives. In
contrast, they perceived "urban" parents who were not behaving in ways that schools
expect as not valuing their children's schooling.
Permission for participants to objectify poor and working class parents, or to
"other" them, is part of the discourse of class, embedded in which is the privileging of
middle-class knowledge and agency in relation to people of lower classes. Valerie
Polakow (1993), drawing on the writings of Michael Harrington (1963), and Michael
Katz (1989) who have written about the construction of poverty in America, describes the
distance and alienation represented by the terms "other" and "otherness:"
The interpersonal distance and the alienation of self from other selves, the
distancing of the individual from the human community, are underlying
themes embodied in otherness. Otherness symbolizes the objectificationthrough-language and policy of those who are consigned to the margins of
society. (Polakow, 1993, p. 187)
We can conclude that reflecting on others situates participants in a position of
power over others in contrast to a position of power with others. Participants assume they
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have knowledge of others, or they acknowledge that they do not understand others'
behavior, as happened occasionally in the focus group. Either way, they assume problem¬
solving positions that objectify and distance the community or group being discussed.
The perspectives/discourses of "others" do not become part of the multiple viewpoints in
the "third space." In effect, the discourses of "others" are muted. This absence of
viewpoints limits the discourses that are available to the group and, likewise, the
collisions that can occur. The potential for collision of middle-class and other class
discourses is not present, and, thus, radically new consciousness from which could
emerge novel action is missing.
The participation of two community health advocacy workers from a
neighborhood agency illustrated yet another way that participation mattered. I invited
community agency workers to join the focus group to explore how their and the school's
work might be more collaborative. They read the invitation as an opportunity to talk
about their work and to recommend that teachers make home visits. They positioned
themselves as experts on their work, not as co-inquirers and learners struggling to make
meaning. Their description of their work was, naturally, saturated with the discourse of
social work, including the building of relationships through home visits. Their suggestion
that teachers make home visits caused teachers to feel unappreciated and threatened their
sense of selves as competent professionals. In the perception of the teachers, the
community workers seemed to be mouthpieces for the societal discourse that blames
teachers for students' low performance and undervalues teachers' work. Teachers railed
against this viewpoint, taking up the discourse of teachers' work as hard and consuming.
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They expressed they could not take on the additional expectations of home visits or
community outreach work.
If dialogue had continued over time, perhaps the collision between the
professional discourses of social work and teaching may have produced a hybrid
consciousness and fresh agency, but, occurring as it did, it served to alienate teachers
from collaborating with community workers and may have silently heightened
participants' resistance to broadening participation. The outreach workers participation
illustrated that participation over time and a willingness to dialogue across differences as
problem-posers and learners, in a spirit of parity, is essential for dialogue that leads to
hybridity and negotiated agency.
The difficulty in gaining wider participation suggests that the initial process of
eliciting participating may have been ill-conceived. The obvious and necessary
participants, in the school-university partnership discourse, were school and university
educators. Thus, even though the objectives of the grant encompassed building wider
communities of inquiry, the focus group began with school and university participants.
Elyse and I trusted that, in time, members of others groups would become participants.
But we can conclude from this study that, if the intention of a school-university
partnership is to have representatives from different groups, then participants from these
groups need to be identified and included from the beginning of the dialogue/partnership
process.
In summary, wide participation appears significant to a dialogue process because
of the increased number of discourses that are made available to participants as a result.
Having only dominant discourses available in "third space" illustrates the seeming
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naturalness of talking about people whose discourses are not represented in the group. It
points out the power that dominant discourses allow people to take up and take-forgranted and the "othering" that is embedded in the discourses. In this study, the practice
of children having homework was not questioned, except briefly when Mr. Ortiz reflected
on the value of homework if it failed to elicit higher level thinking skills. Likewise, in
response to Ana's description of other parents' unwillingness to attend parent evenings or
monitor homework, Mr. Ortiz suggested that the school needed to rethink what they asked
of parents. Outside of these two responses, the group functioned within the discourses
that homework and parent involvement were taken-for-granted assumptions or
expectations of schooling. By enacting narrow participation, other discourses were
muted. In contrast, the viewpoints of parents who did not have the same assumptions or
expectations may have created collisions that had the potential to reformulate the
discourse of schooling in ways that would benefit children and families who are "othered"
in dominant discourses.
Furthermore, bringing all participating groups on board at the beginning appears
more significant than we realized at the creation of the focus group. If the intention of a
school-university partnership is to have representatives from different groups, then
participants from these groups need to be identified and included from the beginning of
the partnership. Otherwise, new participants, particularly from groups not traditionally
included in school conversations, such as community agencies, city officials,
neighborhood workers, and church and civic groups, are at a disadvantage in taking up
the intentions of the group which, in this case, focused on being learners and co-inquirers
across differences. When groups enter midstream, they can easily assume positions as
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experts, exporting their viewpoint, rather than as co-inquirers and learners, sharing and
listening to viewpoints in a process of dialogue. We can conclude, then, that participants
entering into the dialogue process at the onset contributes to parity and a shared
understanding of the learning and problem-posing orientation of the dialogue.
We can also conclude that when groups do enter into the middle of a dialogue
process, it is important to reintroduce the essential elements of the process. In the
dialogue process studied in this dissertation, three parents and a few teachers entered in
the midst of the process and became ongoing participants. At each entry, the foundational
premises were restated and discussed: that we were learners and co-inquirers about the
issues of children's achievement and teacher education at Rodriguez; and that the sharing
of different perspectives was expected and valued.
Overall, we can conclude that the limited and delayed participation of parents and
community members symbolizes a fundamental lack of relationship between schooluniversity educators and parent-community members in the dialogue on schooling.
Teachers and administrators, and to some extent, university educators, have, historically,
perceived themselves as having power over the discourse of schooling. Creating
relationships of parity with parents has been suspect practice, threatening educators'
ownership of the discourse of schooling. Teachers often construct parents as wanting too
much power or, as the dialogue in this study has shown, being a cause of students' lack of
success in school. In the latter, parents are constructed as "objects" or a problem, rather
than as "subjects" who can be helpful in creating the discourse of schooling. Likewise, the
relationship between schools and the communities in which they are situated is often
more contested than collaborative, constructed around taxes, and budgets, rather than
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around community members as co-educators. Reframing educators' relationships with
parents and community members seems essential for expanding the participation in
partnerships and for creating parity among these groups in a dialogue process. This
requires a reshaping of the discourse of schooling and a re-envisioning of ownership,
power, and responsibility in relation to the education of our children.

Essential Elements of Dialogue
It is impossible for me, at the conclusion of this dissertation, to untangle dialogue
from partnerships, for dialogue seems quintessential to building and sustaining
partnerships. I, therefore, talk about dialogue and partnerships as synonyms in this
section.
Early in the study, I shared elements gleaned from the partnership literature that
emerged as important to successful partnerships: clarifying purposes; building trust;
engaging in genuine dialogue and ongoing communication; sharing responsibility; sharing
and equalizing power; building a strong commitment to collaboration; and rethinking
traditional roles. My understanding of dialogue was informed by the notions that
dialogue across difference is worthwhile; that reflection and action constitute dialogue;
and that dialogue is enhanced when elements of carnival, civility, and complexity are
present. As a result of this study, I suggest that several other factors are also significant to
dialogue and partnerships.
First, the positioning of participants as learners and problem-posers/co-inquirers
contributed to the dialogue/partnership process. Being open to learning and willing to
pose and struggle with problems constituted inquiry as the modus vivendi for the
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reflection and action. These qualities also gave equal status to different knowledge bases,
offering participants the opportunity to draw on their expertise but discouraging
participants from assuming they had the answer.
Secondly, recognizing each participant as a knower with a particular perspective
was as significant as positioning participants as learners and inquirers during the dialogue.
Respecting each participant as having knowledge, expecting that perspectives would be
different, and valuing the difference contributed to participants' confidence to express
their distinct viewpoints. As stated in the first section of the conclusion, the differences in
viewpoint were crucial for complicating understanding. In fact, when viewpoints did not
draw on a range of perspectives/discourses, such as was the case at times in the episodes
analyzed in this study, the potential for agency was diminished.
Thirdly, the recursive nature of the dialogue between reflection and action served
to equalize the "reflectivity/activity dilemma" that frequently characterizes
university/school relationships. School participants contributed an appreciation for action
that prompted implementation; university participants offered an appreciation for
reflection that provided time for voicing issues and perspectives.
Fourthly, the element of establishing parity, closely linked with sharing and
equalizing power among the elements stated early in the study, appears significant to
creating and sustaining dialogue. The findings of this study show that creating parity
between school and university participants was more readily attainable than developing
parity between school-university educators and parent-community members. Failure to
bring the latter in at the beginning of the dialogue process constituted a fundamental lack
of parity in thinking about who are the constituents in dialogue about schooling and a lack
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of relationship between the school and the parent-community body. Although parity with
the parents who did participate in the dialogue process seemed to emerge, parity with
non-participating parents was absent, fueled by the discourse about "urban” parents.
Participating parents shared the middle class discourses of schooling on which school and
university educators drew. Discourses that redistribute ownership and responsibility for
children's schooling will be required if parity with urban parents and community members
is to emerge.
Lastly, the element of carnival, or time apart from the normal routine, seems to
have contributed to the satisfaction that participants gained in relation to the dialogue
process. The out-of-the-ordinary nature of the focus group encompassed not only time
and space that was unusual, but also relationships among participants and a mode of
inquiry that were scarce.

Partnerships and Social Justice
Finally, this study concludes that a commitment to issues of social justice must
occur at several levels of a partnership. A commitment to social justice must begin with
the gathering of participants in order to create partnerships that are sites of diverse
perspectives. In this study, the intentions of the Coalition grant were to encourage the
creation of broad-based communities of inquiry for the purpose of increasing student
achievement and improving teacher education. That intention implied a commitment to
forming democratic, representative communities of inquiry to problem-pose about
schooling in urban districts. This was certainly a step in the direction of gathering people
outside the traditional school-university dyad. This study, however, shows that stronger
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efforts must be made from the onset to gather participants who represent the multiple
constituencies, perspectives, and discourses in the community. Partnerships must become
sites of inclusive participation.
In this study, school and university participants, drawing on discourses of
schooling, class, and urban families offered resistance to efforts to be inclusive. After all,
dominant discourses, operating as political texts, mediate against inclusive participation.
Inclusivity means sharing power. But as Lawson (1996) proposes, partnerships must be
expanded to include families and community groups so that school reform is connected to
the development of community supports for families and children's well-being outside of
school. Murrell and Borunda (1998) and Murrell (2001) argue that teaching and teacher
education must be informed by the critical perspectives of the whole community if the
status quo is to be interrupted and injustices righted. The inclusion of critical perspectives
of diverse groups heightens the likelihood of discourses colliding and the subsequent
potential of creating radically new discourses and agency.
In addition to attending to inclusive participation, if educational inequality is to be
the focus of school-university partnerships, partnerships must address two other levels of
schooling: the micro-level of teaching and learning in relation to individual children, and
the macro-level, or "the underlying political questions that produce inequities in
schooling" (Murrell & Borunda, p. 68). In other words, not only must partnerships focus
on redesigning practices of teaching and learning on all levels of schooling (pre-K
through teacher education), they must also work to interrupt the bureaucratic hierarchy of
school districts and the reluctance of educators to engage in social activism for
sociopolitical and economic change. When a participant challenged the proposal that
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teachers post wish lists to solicit contributions of materials for the classroom from
families, stating it was "blatantly unfair" to ask that of parents and describing the
disparities in supplies between suburban and urban schools, she was expressing righteous
indignation at the systemic inequities. Posting wish lists is an example of how teachers in
under-resourced schools participate in the discourse that unequal distribution of resources
is inevitable and natural.
Maria Botelho (2003) speaks of four "subject positions provided by power
relations: oppressor, colluder, resister, and agent." These subject positions lie on a
continuum representing possible responses to injustices deemed natural in dominant
discourses. To effect inequities, partnerships must empower participants to take up
positions of resistance and agency, for only these positions have the possibility of
generating change. To take up positions of agency or activism requires overcoming
educators' reluctance to take on overt political positions, join political movements, and
challenge authority.
Early in this dissertation I described partnerships as fundamentally relational, that
is, that partnerships are constructed by people building collaborative relationships with
one another. Given that, participants educators engaged in partnership building must be
explicit about the goals of the collaborative relationships and be purposeful about
disrupting existing practices that continue inequities. Ensuring wider participation is a
beginning; more diverse perspectives have the potential of creating negotiations across
discourses that construct more equitable discourses. But, in addition, participants must be
willing to take up subject positions in which they resist taken-for-granted inequities and
participate in bringing about more equitable practices.
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Dialogue in the focus group was a ripple on the sea of change that needs to occur.
But it was a beginning in its particular context. It showed that school and university
educators can talk across differences and be energized by the learning and problemposing that occurs in a focus group committed to learning, inquiring, and valuing different
perspectives. At the same time, it illustrated the significance of limited participation and
the need for participation that is inclusive of all the perspectives/discourses available.
Only when dialogue, extending over time, is inclusive of all stakeholders can the
collisions in a "third space" reach their full potential for producing new consciousness and
agency.

Implications for Partnerships

Inclusive Participation
This study has shown how the understanding and agency that emerged in a
partnership focus group were related to the perspectives/discourses that permeated "third
space" and the collisions those viewpoints produced. Therefore, breadth of participation
across differences - among which are class, race, ethnicity, work, family structure,
financial resources, and relationship to schooling - holds significance for the potential of a
partnership and dialogue process to construct new ways of thinking and acting and, thus,
to reshape the discourses of schooling.
The study points to the importance of broadening participation when designing
%

school-university partnerships. The designation, school-university partnerships, speaks to
limited participation and requires rethinking if participation is to be more broadly
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conceived. No longer can we confine participation in partnerships to school and
university educators if the expectation is that partnerships will reshape the existing
discourses of schooling or create yet unimagined discourses. Middle class participants in
dialogue about the discourse of schooling are confined by the discourses available to them
and the collisions that can occur, given the perspectives that they bring. Often the
perspectives of middle class participants match comfortably with the discourse of
schooling. Partnerships need the viewpoints that multiple and different stakeholders
bring to a "third space" encounter if new discourses are to be constructed. Defining who
those stakeholders are, must, in itself, be the work of an inclusive group.
Closely allied with the notion of broadening participation is the need to expand
our concept of who the stakeholders are. The study has shown, in particular, the
importance of having parents of all social classes represented. Parents from lower- status
social classes need to be included as subjects of their lives and the lives of their children
in relation to schooling. Partnerships must recognize that embedded in the favorable
union between the discourse of schooling and the discourse of the middle class are the
beliefs that these discourses contain knowledge of what is beneficial for others and that
others' discourses are deficient. Class is associated with knowledge, and knowledge with
power; thus, the discourses of schooling and middle class participants legitimate the
notion that middle class participants in a dialogue/partnership process know what is best
for others and therefore can, and need to, act on behalf of others. Partnerships that
function within and include only parents who take up these middle class discourses are
limited, because they make "others" objects and deny them subject positions in the
dialogue process. As Freire (1970/1997) reminds us, dialogue must be based on a

173

horizontal relationship of mutual trust and humility in which the object of transformation
is reality, not "others." He writes, "without this faith in people, dialogue is a farce which
inevitably degenerates into paternalistic manipulation" (p. 72). How to include parents
from all classes, as well as ethnicities, races, family structures and kinds of work, is a
tremendous and worthwhile challenge for partnerships.
The study also suggests the importance and challenge of broadening the
ownership of children's achievement in school. The creation of school-university
partnerships is one step toward broadening that ownership; inviting middle class families
into dialogue is yet another step; recognizing marginalized families as subjects in the
dialogue about schooling extends ownership even more. But limiting ownership to school
and university educators and families is insufficient to bring about the collision of
discourses and resulting understanding and agency needed to transform the achievement
of many of our children. Ownership of the discourse of schooling must be shared among
many facets of the community that have the potential to impact children's lives. A
process of dialogue needs to include community agencies that respond to aspects of
families and children's lives that contribute to children's well-being, including, but not
limited to, health care, after-school time and care, and recreational opportunities.
Dialogue across different professional discourses is necessary if the discourses outside of
the educational and parent community are to be part of constructing new discourses and
the discourses that are reconstructed. In addition, members of the school district's
administration and the school committee need to be participants. How to create
conditions for dialogue among participants who draw on a variety of professional
discourses and the multifarious discourses of the larger community requires the attention
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of educators, parents, and representatives from a broad spectrum of agencies,
organizations, and governing bodies that constitute the community.
In addition to inclusive participation, this study recommends that partnerships, to
the extent possible, gather all participants at the onset in order that the intentions or, if
you will, the discourse of the group is shared. When participants enter into the midst of a
dialogue process, as will happen, the essential elements of the dialogue process must be
reintroduced. How entering members are positioned and position themselves requires
consideration.

Participants as Learners and Knowers
The parity created among school and university educators and the alienation that
occurred between community outreach workers and teachers point to the import of
constructing all participants in a dialogue/partnership process as learners and co-inquirers
as opposed to authorities with answers. Positioning participants as leamers/co-inquirers
allows the group to take up a reflective, problem-posing stance that affords participants
the opportunity to build parity with one another. At the same time, positioning each
participant as a knower who brings valuable understanding provides a fundamental
respect for participants' different perspectives.

Partnerships as Agents of Social Justice
Murrell and Borunda (1998) have pointed to school-university partnerships' lack
of impact on issues of inequity in schooling. As I have suggested above, creating more
inclusive participation is a requisite for initiating dialogue that addresses the issues of
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unequal achievement across schools. Partnerships cannot be agents of social justice
unless all voices are included in the conversation. Collisions among an inclusive range of
viewpoints are crucial for consciousness that leads to new understanding and agency.
Furthermore, if partnerships are to have an impact on issues of inequity, participants must
use a critical lens to uncover the taken-for-granted assumptions embedded in various
discourses. Finally, if partnerships are to be agents of social justice, they must become
sites of socio-political activity, drawing on discourses that support participants in enacting
roles of resistance and agency that interrupt the status quo. Partnerships must become
agents that question the dominant discourse of schooling and reformulate the discourse of
schooling in ways that provide children equal life chances.

Implications for Research
This study has looked at school-university partnerships through new theoretical
lenses. Using "third space” as a metaphor and a theoretical construct, the study has
provided a window into the possibilities and challenges of constructing understanding and
agency in a context that invites the collision of multiple perspectives through a process of
dialogue across differences. Furthermore, the study has demonstrated that the concept of
discourses extends our understanding of a dialogue process to include the idea that
dialogue is both permeated by societal discourses and has the possibility of reformulating
or creating discourses that interrupt the status quo. The study invites educational
researchers to extend these theoretical concepts to other settings and studies and poses
questions for further research: What are the discourses that parents of different ethnicities
and classes draw on as they interact with schools? How do dominant discourses position
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families, children, teachers, and community members in relation to one another around
issues of schooling? How do the discourses distribute or not distribute power to effect
change? How might an understanding of discourses allow participants in a dialogue
process to perceive collisions among viewpoints not as walls, but rather, as opportunities
to look critically at how discourses sustain inequities and to create new discourses from
the consciousness that emerges? How might the concept of “third space” be used to
create dialogue among teacher and parents that has the potential to create new discourses
of home-school connections? What are the discourses that teacher education students
draw on and to what extent do these discourses change while in a teacher education
program? How do schools of education contribute to the discourses that perpetuate or
interrupt the status quo of schooling, and to what extent are schools of education "third
spaces" in which discourses are contested and more equitable discourses constructed?
How do classrooms function as “third spaces" with the potential to create new
understandings and agency?
This study also demonstrates the need for further research into the processes of
creating more inclusive participation. Identifying and gathering participants who
represent the multiple facets of the parent and community groups who are stakeholders in
children's education are challenges worthy of study. How do we make inclusive
participation a reality? What are the barriers that interfere with wider participation, and
how do we dismantle those barriers? What subject positions are created for participants
in a partnership, who is offered subject positions, and what kinds of agency and power
constitute these positions? What are the additional elements necessary for creating parity
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among a more diverse group of participants? How is power negotiated among the
discourses from which participants speak and act?
In closing, I hope this dissertation is an invitation to look to theoretical constructs
such as "third space" and discourses to illuminate the challenges, dangers, and
possibilities in a dialogue process. Furthermore, I hope it is an invitation to examine the
obstacles that impede inclusive participation as new partnerships are constructed. Finally,
I hope it is an invitation to design partnerships that are committed to creating “third
spaces” within which discourses collide and generate new understandings and actions that
increase the life chances of the least privileged of our children.
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